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THE MYSTICAL LETTERS OF THE QUR’AN 


The letters which stand at the beginning of 29 suras of the 
Qur’an have long attracted the attention of scholars, both 
Muslim and Western, many of whom have spent a great deal 
of time and ingenuity in trying to explain the meaning of the 
letters ( x ). The aim of this article is to argue that if we accept 
the evidence of Ibn Hisham and that of traditions recorded by 
Ahmad b. Hanbal, Abu Dawud al-Sijistanl, and al-MutarrizI, 
together with certain internal evidence in the Qur’an itself, we 
may conclude that the letters are mystical symbols which had 
their place in the Qur’an in Muhammad’s lifetime. 

Let us first consider the evidence of Ibn Hisham. We read 
(Wiistenfeld ed. p. 678; Cairo ed. (1955) vol. II, p. 226), “The 
watchword (shi'ar) of the Companions of the Prophet at the 
Battle of the Trench and against the Banu Quraiza was ‘Ha 
Mlm. They shall not be aided’.” This quotation forms part 
of one of his typical notes on Ibn Ishaq’s Sira. It follows imme¬ 
diately, and somewhat inappropriately, on a gloss of the word 
fur'ul (a young hyena). It is one of a number of snippets of 
information that Ibn Hisham gives about the banners and 
watchwords of the Muslims. Parallel in form is his note (Wus- 
tenfcld, p. 818; Cairo vol. II, p. 409), “At the capture of Mecca, 
the Battle of Hunain, and at al-Ta’if the watchword of the 
Emigrants was ‘0 Banu ‘Abd al-Rahman’, that of the Khazraj, 
‘O Band ‘Abd Allah’, and that of the Aus, ‘0 Band ‘Ubaid 
Allah’.” This too is appended to a comment on a passage of 
poetry. One other note (Wustenfeld, p. 728; Cairo vol. II, 
p. 294) is of interest: “The watchword of the Muslims on the day 

(1) There is a concise account of the theories of various orientalists in Jeffery, 
The Mystic letters of the Koran, Muslim World 14 (1924) pp. 247-60. 



6 


ALAN JONES 


of the Banu Mustallq was, ‘0 aided one, kill, kill’.” (cf. Lisan 
al-‘Arab, vol. VI, p. 81.) This watchword forms a clear link 
between that of Uhud (Wustenfeld, p. 562; Cairo vol. II, p. 68: 
“The watchword of the Companions of the Prophet at the 
Battle of Uhud, was, ‘Kill, kill’,”) and that of the Battle of 
the Trench. In none of these notes does Ibn Hisham give an 
isnad, but this is hardly surprising, as it was not his normal 
practice to do so. 

The Musnad of Ahmad b. Hanbal records two traditions; the 
first (Cairo ed. vol. IV, p. 65; repeated in vol. V, p. 377) is a9 
follows: “I am sure that they will attack you in the night. If 
they do so, let your watchword be, ‘Ha Mlm. They shall not 
be aided’.” The second tradition is a slight variation with a 
different isnad: “You will meet the enemy tomorrow and your 
watchword shall be, ‘Ha Mlm. They shall not be aided’.” 
(Cairo cd. vol. IV, p. 289). 

Turning of the Sunari of Abu Dawud (Delhi, 1322 A. H., 
vol. II, p. 338) we find three watchwords recorded, among 
them: “If you make a night attack, let your watchword be, 
'Ha Mlm. They shall not be aided'.” 

Finally, under the word shi'ar in the Mughrib of al-MutarrizI 
(Hayderabad, 1328 A. H., p. 283) there is the following entry: 
“At the Battle of Badr the Prophet made the watchword of the 
Emigrants, ‘0 Banu ‘Abd al-Rahman’, that of the Khazraj, 
‘0 Banu ‘Abd Allah’, and that of the Aus, ‘0 Banu ‘Ubaid 
Allah’; and at the siege of Medina (he made) their watchword, 
‘Ha Mlm. They shall not be aided’.” 

Such, then, is the evidence given in these four sources. We 
must now turn to the actual words that Ibn Hisham and al- 
MutarrizI say were the watchword of the Muslims at the siege 
of Medina. The Arabic words are: Ha Mlm. La yunsaruna. 
The letters Ha Mlm are prefixed to Suras 40-46 (in Sura 42 
they are followed by three more letters: ‘ Ain Sin Qaf), which 
are accordingly known as the Haivamlm. These suras, with 
the exception of some verses in Sura 46, are generally accepted 
as belonging to the Meccan period. The phrase la yunsaruna 
or its variant la hum yunsaruna occurs nine times in the Qur’an. 
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Two of these passages are in the Hawamlm (41, 15 and 44, 41, 
Flugel ed.) (*). In both passages the phrase is intimately 
connected with the verses that precede it, and there is no direct 
link with the initial lia Mlm. Thus the watchword cannot be 
a simple quotation from the Qur’an. 

Since the watchword is not a direct quotation, it is clearly 
an independent piece of evidence. As such it provides us with 
a major argument against any idea that the letters Ha Mlm 
were added to the Qur’an at some date after the death of Muham¬ 
mad. Such a theory could be based on two possibilities: 
that Ha Mlm was added both to the Hawamlm and the watch¬ 
word; or that it was an addition in the Qur’an but genuine in 
the watchword. 

As for the first alternative, it is conceivable, though, I suggest, 
highly unlikely that this could have happened. There is a 
chance that some one might have hoped that the addition of 
the letters to the watchword would induce people to do as I am 
doing now and use them as evidence to argue for the authenticity 
of the letters in the Qur’an. But the amount of evidence is 
extremely small and very easily overlooked, and is thus comple¬ 
tely unlike the work of a forger, whose main aim, to see that his 
handiwork is effective, scarcely ever allows him to rely on such 
an absolute minimum of forged material. In any case, as I 
shall argue below, the presence of the letters in the watchword 
admits of only one interpretation: that they are of mystical 
significance. And the use of such a small forgery to bolster up 
the belief that the letters have a mystical meaning is intrinsically 
improbable. It should also be borne in mind that there is 
no evidence to suggest that the other watchwords are forgeries. 
One would be compelled to suspect this one alone, simply 
because it contains the letters. But vague suspicion at the 
presence of the letters in this one watchword is surely not enough 
to discredit them, and, in the absence of any evidence to the 
contrary, I feel that we must accept them as genuine. 


(1) The other passages are Sura II, 45 and 80; III, 107; XXI, 40; XXVIII,41; 
LII, 46; and LIX, 12. (Flugel ed.). 
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The second alternative is absurd. It would require us to 
believe that, while Muhammad was responsible for the use of 
the letters in the watchword, their occurrence in the Qur’an is 
due to some other agency, and that their origin is completely 
different from the Ha Mlm of the watchword. 

There are other serious objections to the letters having been 
added after Muhammad’s death, which apply not only to Ha 
Mlm but to the other prefixed letters equally. In particular, 
the deliberate addition of spurious material would scarcely 
accord with the care taken to establish the text of the Qur’an. 
Furthermore, it would hardly be possible for any such spurious 
material to gain general acceptance. Yet, as far as is known, 
the letters are included in all readings, with only one or two 
minor variations ( 1 ). The same arguments are valid against 
any idea that while some of the letters, such as Ha Mlm, date 
from the time of the Prophet, others were added to the Qur’an 
after his death. 

A close connection between the letters and the revelation is 
further indicated by the fact that in 26 of the 29 ‘lettered’ 
suras the letters are followed by some reference to the Book or 
the Qur’an or the Revelation. In addition, the letters are 
always preceded by the bismillah, and there is every reason 
to believe that the bismillah is part of the text and not an 
editorial addition ( 2 ). We are thus left with but one conclusion: 
that all the letters date from Muhammad’s lifetime and are an 
integral part of the revelation ( 3 ). 

I would go further than this and suggest that there are certain 
indications that they were part of the revelation before 627 A. D. 


(1) The following variant readings of important early authorities are given 
in Jeffery, Materials for the History of the Text of the Qur'an: 

Sura 20. Ibn Mas'ud read Ji Hi; Ubayy b. Ka'b read 77 Ha. 

Sura 38. Ubbayy b. Ka'b read Sadi. 

Sura 39. Ubayy b. Ka'b added Ha Mlm. 

Sura 40. Ibn Mas'ud and Ibn 'Abbas read Sin Qdf for ‘Ain Sin Qaf. 

(2) Bell, Introduction to the Qur'an pp. 53-4 puts the case succinctly. 

(3) This conclusion is, of course, a matter of dogma for Muslim commentators. 
If one accepts it, one may reject out of hand any theory about the letters which 
is based on the idea that the letters were added to the text after Muhammad’s 
death. 
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Again, we must first turn to the text of the watchword of the 
Muslims at the siege of Medina. There can be little doubt that 
the use of la yunsaruna in the watchword was suggested by its 
occurrence in the Qur’an, for all nine passages containing the 
phrase la yunsaruna or la hum yunsaruna had been revealed 
by this time. Quranic inspiration for the use of Ha Mim is 
equally probable. All the ‘lettered’ suras were already part 
of the revelation (*); and it would be remarkable if the watch¬ 
word contained the original Ha Mlm and the appearance of 
those letters in the Qur’an was only subsequent to this. It 
is possible, though not very likely, that some of the letters 
entered the text between the siege of Medina and Muhammad’s 
death. However, had any number of them —Ha Mim or 
others—been added to existing portions of the revelation, 
this would certainly have attracted the attention of the 
traditionists and biographers. But there is no mention of any 
such happening. 

On the other hand, if the letters were revealed piecemeal, 
they would be no more likely than any other passage to arouse 
special attention or comment. And the most reasonable time 
for such piecemeal appearances would be when the initial section 
of the sura concerned was revealed, or, possibly, when it was 
revised. Certainly in all but two of these suras (Suras 29 and 
30) the letters are closely integrated with the verse or verses 
that follow them. This is particularly the case in the eight 
suras (10, 12, 13, 15, 26, 27, 28, 31) where the letters are followed 
by tilka ay at al-kitab / al-qur’ an. In these (Meccan) suras later 
addition or revision seems impossible. 

All of this, though not conclusive in itself, suggests that 
the letters date from the middle period of the revelation (the 
last few years at Mecca and the first two or three at Medina). 
This is a dating which would well accord with the letters 
having a mystical meaning. Their use in a mysterious manner 


(1) According to NOldeke’s chronological order, one 'lettered* sura (Sura 68) 
belongs to the first Meccan period, ten belong to the second Meccan period, sixteen 
to the third Mcccan period, and two to the Medinan period. 


2 



10 


ALAN JONES 


is very much in keeping with the tenor of the revelations of that 
period. 

The meaning of the letters is, of course, the thorniest problem 
of all. However, it is, I feel, the one where the Ha Mlm of 
the watchword offers its most helpful and decisive evidence, 
for the use of the letters in the watchword would seem to preclude 
their being anything but mystical symbols. The suggestion 
that they are scribes’ marks is clearly quite untenable. Who 
would use scribes’ marks as part of a war cry? The same 
objection applies to the idea that the letters might indicate 
groups of suras . If this were the case, the use of the letters in 
the watchword could only be a reference to the phrase Id yun- 
saruna in the Hawamim to the exclusion of the other passages 
where the phrase occurs. But this has no point. In five of 
the remaining seven passages where we find the phrase it is 
used in the same way in an identical context. Theological hair¬ 
splitting is of little use in winning battles. On the other hand, 
mystical symbols would have a special point in the watchword. 
They would help to emphasize the idea that Allah’s support 
was with the Muslims but denied to their enemies; they would 
indicate a mysterious link between Allah and the faithful. 
A man of Muhammad’s psychological insight would not have 
been slow to realise this. It is impossible to imagine him 
including the letters in the watchword for any other reason. 

There remains the question whether the letters had any 
precise meaning. Opinion has always been divided on this 
point, and in the absence of any clear evidence on the subject 
this will no doubt continue to be the case. Among European 
scholars Loth ( 2 ) believed that the letters were due to Jewish 
influence and that they were of the same nature as the mystic 
symbols and figures of the Jewish Kabbala. One weakness of 
his argument is that he asserts that the letters were attached 
mainly to Mcdinan suras , in which strong Jewish influence 
could be expected, and to only a few Meccan suras. However, 
the reverse is the case; only two Medinan suras (Suras 2 and 3) 


(1) ZDMG XXXV (1881) pp. 603-610. 
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bear letters. My own feeling is that the letters are inten¬ 
tionally mysterious and have no specific meaning ( J ). This 
was the eventual view of Noldeke. As he says ( 1 2 ), “The 
Prophet himself can hardly have attached any particular 
meaning to these symbols; they served their purpose if they 
conveyed an impression of solemnity and enigmatical obscu¬ 
rity”. 

Alan Jones 
(Oxford) 


(1) I would not press this opinion with regard to the Nun prefixed to Sura OH. 
I feel that the Nun could well be a reference to the story of Jonah and the fish 
mentioned briefly in verse 48 of that sura. It should be noted that Sura 68 is 
by far the earliest of the 'lettered’ suras. 

(2) Encyclopedia Brilannica (9th ed.), article on the "Koran”. 



AVERROES ON GOOD AND EVIL 


Ibn Rushd (Averroes) devoted most of his efforts as a philo¬ 
sopher to expounding and defending the natural philosophy, 
psychology and metaphysics of Aristotle, and reconciling with 
them the doctrines of Islam as he understood them. Reflecting 
these prominent interests, modern Rushdian scholars have 
exerted themselves primarily in interpreting his thought in 
these spheres. Little attention has been given to what he 
had to say on philosophical questions of value and ethics. Yet 
it would be surprising if he did not have some well-considered 
ideas on these questions, in view of his background, education 
and career on both their Islamic and philosophical sides. 

Born into a distinguished family of Malikite lawyers, he must 
from his earliest years have heard problems of Islamic ethics 
and law discussed around him in his home. He received a 
thorough education in Malikite fiqh , and a large part of his paid 
career in the public service of the Almohad government was 
spent in appointments to various posts as a qddl, including the 
office of Chief Justice (qddl al-jama'a) of Cordoba. He also 
wrote a substantial handbook of Sunnite law, Biddyat al - 
mujiahid. His philosophical education was equally thorough 
and must have included a study of Plato’s Republic and 
Aristotle’s Nicomachean EUiics; and he later wrote comment¬ 
aries on both these works, which have survived in Hebrew and 
Latin translations. Further, the importance of the cultivation 
of the soul must have been impressed on him both by his general 
education as a Muslim and by his medical education in the 
Greek tradition with its characteristic analogy of the health of 
the body and the soul. Finally, in his lifelong struggle against 
the spreading influence of Ash‘arite theology and of Ghazall, he 
had to deal with an important issue on the nature of value 
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which divided him from them. In fact the longest single 
passage written by him on value and ethics occurs in Kilab al- 
kashf ‘an manahij al-adilla, a semi-popular compendium of 
theology intended to criticize and replace the Ash'aritc system. 

This article reconstructs from Ibn Rushd’s writings his 
views on the main questions related to good and evil which he 
discussed. From this reconstruction it should become apparent 
that, although he never wrote out a philosophical system of 
value and ethics in a substantial and unified form, there is 
systematic thinking behind his scattered remarks, having 
consistency and considerable interest. The subject will be 
treated in two parts. 

A. His theory of value in the broad sense, and his treat¬ 
ment of the theological problem of evil as it arose out of his 
theory of value. 

B. His theory of ethics, applying the theory of value to the 
nature of right action and character and the way or ways of 
knowing them ( 1 ). 

(1) Sources. References are to pages and lines of the editions listed unless 
otherwise specified. Quotations are from the translations listed ; in other cases 
as translated by myself. 

Auerroes' commentary on Plato's ‘Republic', Hebrew tr., ed. and Eng. tr. 
E. I. J. Rosenthal (Cambridge, 1956). References to books, chapters and sections. 

Commentary on Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics, Latin tr. in Opera omnia Arislo- 
telis Slagirilae... Averrois Cordubensis in ea opera omnes, qui ad nos pervenere , 
commenlarii (Venice, 1560), Vol. III. 

Summary (Jdmi‘) of Aristotle's Metaphysics, in Rasd'il Ibn Rushd (Hyderabad, 
1947). 

Great commentary (Tafslr) on Aristotle's Metaphysics, ed. M. Bouyges, Tafslr 
ma ba f d al-iabVa (Beirut, 1933-51), 4 vols. 

Fast al-maqul, ed. G. F. Hourani (Leiden, 1959). References to margin numbers 
(pages and lines of M. J. Muller’s edition). Eng. tr. G. F. Hourani, Averroes on the 
harmony of religion and philosophy (London, 1961). 

Kilab al-kashf‘an manahij al-adilla, ed. M. J. Muller, in Philosophic und Theologie 
von Auerroes (Munich, 1859). 

Tahaful al-lahafut, ed. M. Bouyges (Beirut, 1930). Eng. tr. S. Van den Bergh, 
Averroes’ Tahaful al-tahaful (London, 1954), 2 vols. 

Bidayal al-mujlahid wa nihayal al-muqlasid (Cairo, 1952). 

It is no longer necessary to insist on the dangers and difficulties of interpreting 
a medieval Muslim philosopher, arising from esoteric and exoteric writing, expression 
of opinion in the form of commentary on the ancients, survival of some works 
only in Hebrew and Latin translations. 
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A. 

The theory of value is concerned with the nature of good and 
evil in general, as applied to objects of aesthetic judgement, 
to human conduct or anything else. The primary philosophical 
question is: What is the common character found in every¬ 
thing we call “good”? Or we may ask: What is the opposite 
character common to all evil things? Ibn Rushd often discuss¬ 
ed this problem in relation to a particular kind of value, justice; 
but it is usually quite easy to transfer his arguments on justice 
to value in general. 

The fundamental question about value to which he addressed 
himself was whether it is objective or subjective; and he asserted 
emphatically the objectivist position, that value is something 
real in the nature of the tilings valued, a character in them that 
is independent of the opinion or attitude of whoever is judging 
them. This view was in line with the major tradition of Greek 
philosophy. Both Plato and Aristotle had insisted on the 
difference between appearance and reality; thus, for instance, 
the fact that someone, or even a majority, thinks a law is just 
or beneficial does not in itself make it so. Subjectivism as a 
theory of value did not receive very strong backing in the 
Graeco-Roman world, and there is no need to describe here the 
forms which it took ( l ). 

In the Islamic world, however, subjectivism took a powerful 
new form, as a result of tendencies arising out of the religion of 
Islam itself, or at least out of the assumptions of early Muslim 
thinkers about it. This form was “theistic subjectivism” or 
“ethical voluntarism”, the theory that good and evil, justice and 
injustice, are defined entirely by reference to the commands of 
God, as revealed to man in the sharVa. Human acts, for exam¬ 
ple, are right only when God commands man or recommends to 


(1) See below, p. 19, on a limited form held by some Greek sophists and referred 
to by Ibn Rushd. 
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him to do them, without having any intrinsic character which 
would make them good in themselves. This theory was the 
implied basis of the whole system of classical Islamic jurispru¬ 
dence as it was worked out chiefly by Shafi'T. It was made 
explicit in the works of the theologian Ash'ari, and strongly 
stated by Ghazall not long before Ibn Rushd’s time. The main 
argument used to back it was simply the authority of scripture 
which was supposed to favor it; and though this may not seem 
to us very convincing philosophically, it was hard to stand up 
in medieval Islam and declare that “good” had a meaning 
independent of scripture, and would apply to certain acts or 
objects even on the supposition that scripture commanded the 
opposite. With the establishment of the four schools of 
Sunnite law and the spread of Ash'arite theology, subjectivism 
in this form became the dominant theory of value in medieval 
Islam. 

In spite of the prevailing climate of opinion, the Mu'tazila 
had for long upheld the objectivity of values, in order to maint¬ 
ain the real justice of God in a sense that would have meaning 
for Muslims. They had, however, been defeated for various 
reasons (*). By the twelfth century, though their bare 
position was remembered, their arguments for it were known 
to hardly anyone, especially in western Islam where it seems 
that their books were no longer available ( Manahij , 42.16-17). 
A slender group of Arabic philosophers maintained the Greek 
theory of objectivism, but they had written little about it. 
Therefore Ibn Rushd was a very solitary thinker when he 
upheld this theory with arguments and in open opposition to 
the Ash‘arite doctrine. 

It was just possible for him to do so, because of the intellect¬ 
ual conditions in Andalus in his time. Ash'arism had not yet 
become a universally accepted creed among the scholars of 
western Islam, and Ibn Rushd was fighting to prevent such a 
result. He enjoyed the favor of the Almohad amirs, w r ho were 


(1) See my article, "Two theories of value in medieval Islam”, The Muslim 
World 50 (1960), pp. 269-78. 



AVERROES ON GOOD AND EVIL 


17 


interested in philosophy. Moreover the philosophical question 
of value was too abstract to arouse excitement among the 
public and, though important in itself, it was not one of the most 
prominent issues between the traditional 'ulama' and the 
philosophers. Nor did Ibn Rushd bring it into prominence in 
his work, being content for the most part with short comments on 
it in different books. In openly saying what he thought on 
value, he probably reasoned that if he were going to meet trouble 
he would do so anyhow over more hotly disputed opinions such 
as the eternity of the world. The theory of value was not one 
of those questions on which the Qur’an yielded conclusive evid¬ 
ence for either objectivism or subjectivism, and no one had been 
condemned for kufr for supporting objectivism. Still, in spite 
of all explanations Ibn Rushd showed undeniable courage in 
stating unpopular views on this as on other subjects, nor should 
it be forgotten that he suffered a brief but sharp persecution on 
account of his philosophy as a whole. 

Ibn Rushd’s arguments for his position can be found in places 
where he takes exception to Ash'arite subjectivism. The most 
important passage is Manahij, 113-18, a discussion of divine 
and human justice. He states the Ash'arite theory of God’s 
justice as follows: 

“Concerning justice (al-‘adl) and injustice (al-jawr) as 
applied to God the Glorious, the Ash'arites have maintained 
an opinion that is very foreign to reason and scripture... 
For they have said that the unseen world is different in this 
respect from the visible world, because, they assert, the visible 
world is characterized by justice and injustice only by reason 
of a prohibition of religion against certain acts. Thus a man 
is just when he does something which is just according to the 
Law, while he is unjust if he does what the Law has laid down 
as unjust. But they say: ‘As for Him [God] who is not 
under obligation and does not come under the prohibition of 
the Law, in His case there does not exist any act which is just 
or unjust, or rather all His acts are just’. And they are 
forced to say that there is nothing just in itself and nothing 
unjust in itself’’ (113.7-15). 
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To oppose this view, Ibn Rushd brings arguments from both 
reason and scripture. The best statement of his rational 
arguments occurs in the sentences which follow what has just 
been quoted. 

“This is extremely disgraceful, because in that case there 
would be nothing which is good (khayr) in itself and nothing 
which is evil (sharr) in itself; but it is self-evident that 
justice is good and that injustice is evil. And associating 
[other gods] with God would not be unjust or wrong (zulm) 
in itself, but only from the standpoint of the Law, and if the 
Law had prescribed an obligation to believe in an associate 
of God, then that would have been just... (113.15-19). 

In his Commentary on Plato's Republic he puts the same 
objection thus: 

“For according to this opinion Good and Evil have no definite 
nature in themselves, but they are good or evil by suppo¬ 
sition” (I,xi,3) l 1 ). 

His rational arguments thus amount to two points, which I 
shall state and comment on. 1) The existence of objective 
values is a self-evident truth. This does not seem conclusive 
to modern minds, indeed it is hardly acceptable as an argument 
at all when so many people deny it. But Plato, Aristotle and 
their philosophic successors often resorted to such assertions, 
and philosophers in the West too could not discover the way 
to reason about the nature of value until modern times when 
so much attention has been paid to philosophical method and 
theory of knowledge. 2) He shows the absurd consequences of 
subjectivism, clearly choosing as examples the most sacred 
duties of Islam such as belief in one God and worship of Him, 
and showing that according to subjectivism these duties would 
have only a conventional and not an intrinsic value. The 
unspoken completion of the argument is: “But in fact, as all 
Muslims know, these duties arc intrinsically right; therefore the 
subjectivist theory must be false”. Such an argument makes 
a point which was hard for Muslims to answer. 


(1) Cf. II, vii, 1 ; JdmV, 172, “by convention’’ (bil-wad*). 
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Apart from argument, Ibn Rushd shows some feeling on this 
question and uses emotive language to discredit his Ash'arite 
opponents. He calls their views “extremely disgraceful” 
(fl ghayal ash-shand‘a, Manahij, 113.15) ( 1 2 ). He likes to name 
them “sophistical”, by which he means “fallacious and specious” 
in a general way, but also intends a comparison with the 
doctrines of the Greek sophists on value. For in one of his 
attacks on the Ash'arite position he concludes with the remark, 
“All these are views like those of Protagoras” ( Jami ‘, 172). 
Here he refers to the “social subjectivism” of those sophists 
who had defined “justice” in terms of the conventions of society 
or the laws imposed by governments. In this remark he 
displays his usual acute intelligence (*), for he has seen the 
generic relation between two species of subjectivism which are 
different in detail and which were separated by a wide gap of 
history and geography. Another ardent and memorable attack 
occurs in Fasl al-maqal (22-23), where he compares the Ash'arite 
theologian to an unqualified doctor of the soul who injures 
people by teaching them false allegorical interpretations of 
scripture; and he adds: 

«...if he expresses to them false allegories, ...this will lead 
them to think that there are no such things as health which 
ought to be preserved and disease which ought to be cured— 
let alone that there are things which preserve health and 
cure disease” (22.20-23.1). 

These words might be applied to some of the shallow social 
philosophies of today. 


(1) Cf. Jami% p. 172, shana'a; Comm. PI. Rep., I, xi, 3 (Heb. meghun . 

(2) Possible sources for Ibn Rushers attribution of a subjectivist theory of 
value to Protagoras: (1) Plato, Theaelelus , 167c, 172a, etc., if this dialogue was 
available to Ibn Rushd. (2) Farabi, Falsafal AfUxtun , ed. F. Rosenthal and 
R. Walzer, in Plato Arabus, II (London, 1943), pp. 4-5 (Arabic). This contains 
an allusion to Protagoras’ theory of knowledge, "Man is the measure of all things”, 
but no application to values. (3) Aristotle, Metaphysics , 1062b 13 fT. where 
Aristotle infers the application to values. Ibn Rushd’s comments on the passage 
are lacking in Tafslr ma ba‘d at-tabi'a, III. What Protagoras really thought on the 
subject is uncertain. See especially A. Capizzi, Prolagora (Florence, 1955), pp. 40- 
50, 61-66, 70-71, 247-61. 
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Ibn Rushd as a Muslim qadl naturally used scriptural argum¬ 
ents to support his position, especially in Manahij where he 
was expounding the doctrines of the Qur’an as he thought they 
should be taught to the public. After the rational arguments 
quoted above from that book, he goes on: 

“As for [the conclusions to be drawn from] authority (al- 
masmu‘), God has described Himself in His Book as righteous 
(bil-qasl) and denied that he is a wrongdoer” (113.20-21). 

Then he gives three quotations from the Qur’an , none of which 
quite proves his case. It is sufficient to quote one as an illus¬ 
tration: 

“inna llaha la yazlimu n-nasa shay’an walakinna n-nasa 
anfusahum yazlimun” (x, 45 Flugel/44 Cairo). 
“Surely God wrongs not men anything, but themselves 
men wrong” (tr. A. J. Arberry). 

The point of this quotation, as of the others (iii, 18/16 and 
iii, 182/178) is to show that God is characterized as “just”, 
though He is not under obligation of the Law; so justice has an 
objective meaning. The verse quoted, however, could quite 
easily be interpreted by Shaffites and Ash'arites in their sense: 
God does not wrong men, because He is above right and wrong. 

So much for Ibn Rushd’s arguments. We now have to consi¬ 
der the principal objection which he faced, the theological 
problem of evil. How is it that a perfect God has created evil 
in His world? ( x ) The Ash'arites avoided this problem by their 
definition of value. Since for them evil as a quality of persons 
consists of disobeying God’s commands, and since God of course 
never does this, it follows that He is never evil. He creates the 
evil in the world without thereby becoming evil Himself. This 
logic did not appeal to Ibn Rushd, nor was it open to him to 
accept it, on his definition of evil. For him, any person is evil 
when he does certain types of acts or creates certain things 
having in themselves a real character of evil; thus the qualifi- 


(1) This part was presented as a paper at the XXVth International Congress 
of Orientalists, held in Moscow, August 9-16, 1960. 
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cation of “evil” does seem to apply to God if He creates evil, 
and it makes no difference that He is not disobeying anyone’s 
command in so doing. The problem is how to avoid this 
consequence of making God really evil, while at the same time 
upholding His creative power over everything. 

The problem takes two forms, a general and a special: 

1) In its general form it concerns all kinds of evil in the world: 
both natural evil, i.e. pain, and moral evil, i.e. wrongdoing. 
Why did a perfect God create any kind of evil whatever? Ibn 
Rushd considers the solution of Zoroastrian dualism, that evil is 
caused not by God but by other persons, a devil or demons; but 
he rejects this. The only explanation he gives for his rejection 
is a very brief remark that dualism implies a shortcoming 
(laqslr) in the supreme Agent (Tafslr, 1715). Evidently dualism 
was ruled out of court for all Muslims, because 'it was poly¬ 
theism. In principle he also rejects the opposite solution, that 
God is the cause of evil as well as good. In a passage of his 
Commentary on Plato's Republic in which he endorses Plato’s 
doctrine (Republic iii, 379), he writes: “He is the absolute Good 
and does not do evil at any time, and is not the cause of it” 
(I, xi, 3). But it will be shown how this position is qualified in 
Ibn Rushd’s more detailed theory. 

His solution is to attribute evil to an impersonal force other 
than God, namely matter. 

“As for [natural] evils (ash-shurur) such as decay, age, etc., 
their existence is due to the necessity of matter. That is 
so because this existence [i.e. presumably the existence 
of earthly beings] is only possible on one of two conditions, 
either that these things to whose existence some evil is attach¬ 
ed should not exist, or that they should exist in this condition, 
since more than that is not possible in their existence. An 
example of that is that fire is of evident use in the world, 
and it happens incidentally (bil-arad.) that it ruins many 
animals and plants. But look at providence (al-inaya) 
for an animal, how it has given it the sense of touch, but 
that could not be in its nature without bringing it near to 
sensible things damaging to it” ( Jami‘ , 170). 
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The view that evil is due to matter goes back to later Platon¬ 
ism, and is derived from suggestions of Plato in his Timaeus 
(147 ff.) and Statesman (268-74), though Plato's doctrine of the 
cause of evil is less simple ( 1 ). This view had a long history in 
later Greek philosophy. For a Muslim philosopher it presented 
a new difficulty which did not disturb a Greek too much: it 
implied that God's omnipotence is limited, that He could not 
have created a world completely free of evil. Ibn Rushd faced 
the difficulty bravely, by admitting that some things are 
impossible for God. 

“...as for those evils which necessarily befall the individual, 
it is not possible to say that that does not come from God... 
...As for the fact that not all things are possible [for God], it 
is very evident, for it is not possible for the corruptible to 
be eternal or the eternal corruptible, just as it is not possible 
for the angles of a triangle to equal four right angles or for 
color to be audible; and whoever says such a thing is harming 
human wisdom greatly" ( Jdmi\ 171). 

In this passage, which is the only one which explains his 
position, we see that he has chosen examples of logical impossi¬ 
bilities. But these are beside the point, because in his previous 
examples he has pointed to evils—in fire and sensation—which 
are not due to any logical impossibility. Granted, then, that 
God cannot do what is logically impossible, the question still 
remains whether He has done His best within the limits of the 
possible. To take his own examples: why could God not have 
provided man with something as useful as fire but which does 
not hurt when it touches flesh? Or provided animals with a 
sense of touch but also with greater alertness to what might 
injure them? In other words, he should have shown how 
matter limits providence by a necessity which is not merely the 
logical one of non-contradiction. This question certainly 


(1) See R. Demos, The philosophy of Plato (New York, 1939), pp. 116-19; 
F. M. Cornford, Plato's cosmology (London, 1937), pp. 159-88; A. E. Taylor, Plato: 
the Sophist and the Statesman (London, 1961), pp. 209-10. 
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needs clarification if such a view as Ibn Rushd’s is to justify 
itself ( 1 ). 

2) The special form of the problem of evil in Islam concerns 
divine justice and human injustice. God’s justice is on the 
surface inconsistent with His creation of men who would do 
injustice and then sufTer for it. To be more exact, He could 
not be just in any familiar sense if ( a) man suffers for his unjust 
acts, yet (b) God is Himself the ultimate cause of all man’s 
acts. For in that case God would be making man sufTer for 
acts for which man was not ultimately responsible. Since 
Ibn Rushd believed firmly in the justice of God in an objective 
sense, he could only avoid the contradiction by modifying the 
traditional view of either (a) man’s suffering or (b) God’s 
responsibility. I shall examine next what he thought on each. 

(a) Man’s suffering for his own injustice takes a different 
form in Ibn Rushd’s view from that of the MuTazila, so that 
the problem of divine justice looks different as well. For the 
Mu‘tazila, the question concerned the everlasting torment of 
the wicked in the next life. But Ibn Rushd almost certainly did 
not believe in the survival of the individual, body or soul, as an 
individual. If then, as he probably held, the surviving parts of 
the soul are united in the world soul, they cannot have personal 
happiness or misery in the next life. He did believe, however, 
that the soul in the present life produces its own happiness or 
misery by its acts, not as a reward or punishment sent by God 
but as a natural effect (Comm. PL Rep., I, xi, 5-7). Thus he 


(1) A similar problem arises about Plato’s teleological explanations of human 
anatomy in Timaeus , 73 ff., especially 75 a-c. See Cornford, Plato*s cosmology , 
pp. 175-76. For instance, the usefulness of bone in the body is due to its hardness, 
but this involves disadvantages because "the constitution of bone was unduly 
brittle and inflexible” (74 a-b). We may ask why. Plato’s conception of the 
"necessary accident’ (sunebainen ex anangkes , 77a) would reveal a logical difficulty 
all too sharply, if we understood "necessity” in a modern sense. But see Cornford, 
pp. 162 ff., on the meaning of anangke. If it is a name for the disorderly, uncont- 
rolable forces of nature, an accident can be "necessary” in this sense. The fact 
that God cannot altogether control nature raises no theological difficulty for Plato, 
but it docs for a Muslim faced with divine omnipotence. 
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writes, “Man is just in order to gain in his soul by justice, and if 
he were not just that good would not exist” {Manahij, 117.4-5). 
This is Platonism. And though such a view alleviates the 
problem of divine justice, since it no longer concerns eternity, 
it does not solve it. There is still a problem of how a just God 
can create men with diseased souls ( 1 ). Thus, since Ibn 
Rushd’s answer on (a) does not solve the problem of divine 
justice, the weight of his solution must fall on (b), if anywhere. 

(b) Does God cause human injustice? The answer depends 
on Ibn Rushd’s theory of the human will (al-irada), in its 
relation to the divine will. This is found mainly in a passage 
of Manahij (104-13) where he discusses the problem of pre¬ 
destination. His starting-point is the well known principle of 
jurisprudence that choice (al-ikhtiyar) is a condition of human 
obligation (Fasl, 13.21). Since we are certainly under obligat¬ 
ion we must therefore have choice. This means that we will 
our own acts. A willed act can be contrasted with a compelled 
movement in at least this respect: that a willed act comes 
about through an operation of the agent’s mind, while a 
compelled act comes about through outside forces bringing 
about the act directly. The Jabariya, he says, were wrong in 
assimilating willed acts to compelled acts, and the Ash'arites 
held what amounted to the same thing, “for if the acquisition 
(al-iklisab) and the acquired act are created by God the Exalted 
then the servant is unavoidably compelled to his acquisition” 
{Manahij, 105.20-21). So far it looks as though Ibn Rushd is 
an advocate of free will, like the Mu'tazila. Such a view 
provides a solution of the problem of evil, by making man res¬ 
ponsible for it. But Ibn Rushd rejects the Mu‘tazilite view as 
undermining God’s power, because it does not allow for the fact 
that God creates all acts. He therefore proposes what he claims 


(1) There is also a problem arising from the suffering of the victims of injustice: 
how is this suffering compatible with God’s justice, when there is no personal survival 
in which the balance of happiness would be adjusted in their favor? Ibn Rushd 
does not mention this problem; we can well understand that he was reluctant to 
draw attention to his impersonal view of the future life. 
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is a middle solution which allows for both man’s obligation and 
God’s creation. This is, ostensibly, a theory of co-operation 
between human and divine will. 

But when we study the details we find that in reality he gives 
the ultimate decision to God, through a theory of complete 
determination of human acts. They are determined by God 
in three ways. 

(i) He has made the “secondary causes” in the world, the 
forces of nature which react on each other in a regular way, and 
it is through their operation that an act of ours becomes effect¬ 
ive. Thus, for example, I can only hit a target with an arrow 
because God has determined that the flight of the arrow must 
correspond in a certain way to the force and direction of the 
bow. God has made the laws of nature. (Manahij 107.4-8). 

(ii) Secondary causes also determine immediately the decision 
of the will itself. 

“And these external causes that God has subdued not only 
complete or hinder the acts which we wish to do, but they are 
also the cause of our willing one of the two opposites; for the 
will is only a desire which is produced in us by some imagin¬ 
ation (takhayyul) or judgement (tasdlq) of something, and 
this judgement is not due to our choice, but is something 
which happens to us from external events” (107.8-12) ( l ) 

For instance, we necessarily (bid-darura) desire and move 
towards what is desirable, and hate and shun what is repulsive 
(107.12-15). That this is Ibn Rushd’s view can easily be 
confirmed from his debate with Ghazall in Tahafut at-lahafut 
on the possibility of choosing between equals. Ibn Rushd 
denies this possibility, because for him the will always requires 
a sufficient cause to move it, the existence of a stronger desire, 
which in turn is caused by a stronger stimulus (34 ff.). 


(1) Cf. F-asl, 13.18-20: “For assent to a thing as a result of an indication [of it] 
arising in the soul is something compulsory, not voluntary: i.e. it is not for us 
[to choose] not to assent or to assent, as it is to stand up or not to stand up”. 


3 
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(iii) But God’s determination of our wills penetrates even 
further, into the internal background of our acts of willing. 
For if we desire certain things, that is due not only to the nature 
of the objects but also to our own predispositions; and these are 
created by God who has made the human species with a certain 
nature, with individual members varying within definite limits 
(114.15-17). 

Thus from all sides the will of man is determined: God is 
the ultimate cause of the effects of our acts, of our stimuli and of 
our very natures. This means that He is the ultimate cause of 
our unjust as well as our just acts. Consequently the problem 
of God’s justice still remains to be solved. 

Ibn Rushd presents his solution in the course of a discussion 
on the correct interpretation of the predestinarian verses of the 
Qur’an. For example, 

“yudillu man yasha’u wa yahdl man yasha’u” (xvi, 95/93, etc.) 

“He leads astray 

whom He will, and guides whom He will” (tr. Arberry). 

He denies that this sentence should be taken in its most 
obvious senses, that God leads astray particular men, or creates 
them with a predisposition to go astray ( Manahij , 114. 5-14). 
He says that the verse 

“refers to the antecedent [divine] Will which required that 
there should be among the kinds (ajnas) of beings creatures 
who go astray, i.e. predisposed to go astray by their natures, 
and impelled to it by causes of misguidance, both internal 
and external, which surround them” (114.15-17). 

Now what does this mean, if it does not mean that God 
creates certain men predisposed to wrongdoing? The key to 
understanding Ibn Rushd’s interpretation of the verse is fur¬ 
nished by his doctrine of providence, which is expounded in 
several places in his writings (*). The relevant point is that 
providence does not extend to particulars but only to species. 
Therefore God has not decided to make this individual just and 


(1) Jami', 171; Tafsir, 1607; Tahaful, 504. 
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that unjust, but only to make a species among whom a certain 
number of unknown individuals would necessarily be just and 
a certain number unjust. In this way he removes from God 
the imputation of directly creating erring individuals (*). 

But this position still does not solve the problem of God’s 
justice, for it suggests one remaining objection: 

“What need was there to create a class (sinf) of creatures 
who by their natures would be predisposed to go astray— 
the extreme of injustice?” ( Manahij , 115.6-8). 

We can now understand this question in the light of his 
theory of providence. It means, Why did God create any 
species of whom some would be unjust (even if He did not know 
which individuals would have this fault)? Why did He not 
create a human species pure of injustice, with no unjust members 
at all? Ibn Rushd’s answer (115.7-16) to this crucial question 
is that God chose to create a minority of bad natures for the 
sake of the majority of good ones; and this was made necessary 
by “the natural elements (af-labi'a) from which He created man 
and the composition (al-larklb) in which man was formed” 
(115.9). The only alternative would have been not to create 
man at all, and that would have meant renouncing the greater 
good ( 1 2 ). 

That is as far as Ibn Rushd goes towards settling the question. 
Two criticisms may be made. One is that we still wonder why 
the composite nature of man entails that a certain number 


(1) Jami 171, shows that he is conscious of this consequence as one of the 
advantages of his theory of providence: "...he who says this [that providence 
covers all particulars] necessarily ascribes injustice to divinity, because if it 
undertakes the direction (tadbir) of each individual, how could evils belong to 
individuals without divinity directing them?” 

(2) Cf. St. John of Damascus, De fide orlhodoxa, II, 21, for a similar argument 
about God’s omniscience and justice and man’s sinfulness: God created people who 
He knows will sin; but if He had refused to create them, evil would have won a 
victory in preventing the creation of some people with potentialities for good. 
In Nicene and posl-Nicene fathers , IX. St. John’s argument, however, is based 
on the idea of human freedom which necessarily carries the risk of sin. Such a 
solution was not open to Ibn Rushd, when once he had rejected the Mu'tazilite 
position that man is the creator of his own acts. Ibn Rushd’s doctrine on evil can 
be traced more clearly to Ibn Sina, at this and other points. 
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should be defective, and why an omnipotent “Giver of forms” 
(wahib as-suwar) could not have combined only good forms. 
But perhaps we should ask this question of Plato, from whom 
ultimately Ibn Rushd derived the doctrine that composition 
is a cause of corruption ( 1 ). The other criticism is that, even 
if we accept the explanation of the evil in man as due to his 
composite nature, this still does not solve the problem of divine 
justice , for it merely says that some men must be evil and suffer 
for the good of the whole. Admitting for the sake of argument 
that God could not do better than this, we still feel that it is 
less than perfect justice on His part, and He is supposed to be 
perfectly just, not merely “as just as He can be, in the circum¬ 
stances”. 

Thus Ibn Rushd does not satisfy us about the problem of evil 
in its general and special forms. But perhaps no one could 
have doneso, given the premisses from which he had to start. 
At any rate he thought deeply about the problem and made an 
ingenious attempt at a solution, Using all the knowledge and 
ideas he had acquired from his rich heritage of Greek and Islamic 
thought. 


B. 

Philosophical ethics discusses questions concerning value as 
it is attributed to human life, acts and character. The questions 
of this order which Ibn Rushd discussed philosophically are 
primarily those of the Greek philosophers, especially Aritotle. 
His thought is therefore best understood if we examine at least 
the primary questions in an Aristotelian order, which will show 
the logical links between these questions and answers even 
though Ibn Rushd himself has left only isolated remarks.. 

1) What is the good or end for man as an individual? Ibn 
Rushd’s most general answer seems to be that it is happiness 
(as-sa'ada). This is implied in a sentence of the Commentary 
on Plato’s Republic (I, x, 8), where he is quoting from Farabi: 


(1) See Demos, The philosophy of Plato , p. 118. 
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“The kinds of ultimate happiness which are the ends of the 
acts of human virtue are represented [in allegories] by corres¬ 
ponding goods such as are [commonly] supposed to be the 
ends” ( 1 2 ). 

Here, endorsing Farabi, he takes “happiness” and “good” 
as equivalent in meaning. Other evidence occurs in Fasl: 

“Right practice consists in performing the acts which bring 
happiness and avoiding the acts which bring misery” (19.1-2). 

Since there is little doubt that “right practice” is also 
definable as that which brings about the good, the equivalence 
of happiness and good can be taken as highly probable. It is 
what we should expect of an Aristotelian and a Muslim. 

2) What does true happiness consist of? First of all we 
must ask : Did Ibn Rushd think of this present life, or the life of 
eternity, as that whose happiness is the end of human action? 
We should expect him as a Muslim to give priority to the future 
life. In fact he does so verbally in several statements of Fasl 
and Manahij ( 1 ), such as the following in Fasl which immediate¬ 
ly precedes the sentence just quoted above: 

“True science is knowledge of God, Blessed and Exalted, and 
the other beings as they really arc, and especially of noble 
beings, and knowledge of happiness and misery in the next 
life (as-sa‘ada al-ukhrawlya wash-shaqa' al-ukhrawl)” (18.21- 
19.1). 

But it is hard to believe that Ibn Rushd really thought of 
this happiness as an end which could be brought about by 
individual action, because his commentaries on Aristotle’s 

(1) My translation, direct from Farabi, Tahsil as-sa'ada , in Basffil al-Farabi 
(Hyderabad, 1026), p. 41. The passage is about allegorical representation of 
spiritual things by physical ones, in myths or religious books, for the sake of 
popular understanding: eg. in accounts of the pleasures of paradise. Rosenthal's 
translation of the sentence is not altogether clear. The source in Farabi has been 
pointed out by J. L. Tcichcr in his review of Averroes-Rosenthal, Journal of 
Semitic Studies, 5 (1960), pp. 176-95. Teicher (pp. 183-84) thinks the whole passage 
is a gloss by a commentator; if he is right, it cannot be used as evidence for Ibn 
Rushd. 

(2) Cf. Fast, 14.20 IT, 22, 7; Manahij, 122.6. 
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De animd lead us to conclude that he did not believe in the 
individual survival of any part of a man’s soul. So it may be 
that in the passages referred to he is only paying lip service to 
the public belief, in two exoteric works, whereas his real views 
are shown in his commentaries. 

Here it may be objected that a commentary is in the first 
place an exposition of someone else’s thought, not necessarily 
shared by the commentator. But in Ibn Rushd’s case the 
difficulty is less than might be supposed since all his work 
shows him as a faithful Aristotelian, The prima facie assumpt¬ 
ion, then, must be that Aristotelian assertions by him in the 
commentaries represent his own opinions. With this in mind, 
let us consider some of his statements about man’s happiness 
in his Commenlary on Plato's Republic . He says in the opening 
chapter (I, i) that the other human perfections exist “for the 
sake of the speculative ones”, i.e. the perfect development of 
man’s intellectual powers in their theoretical exercise (I, i, 10). 
Elsewhere he states that the end of man is the excellent perform¬ 
ance of those activities which are peculiar to him, i.e. those of 
the rational soul (II, viii, 9-ix, 1). He proceeds in the following 
chapters (II, ix-xiii) to specify the kinds of end, corresponding 
to the functions of the rational soul, and states that the excell¬ 
ence of the theoretical part is the supreme end, to which that 
of the practical part is subordinate, at least in part. All this 
is Aristotelian ( x ), and the fact that it comes in a commentary 
on Plato should reassure us that it is Ibn Rushd’s own view. 
But confirmation is found in Manahij , which is not a comment¬ 
ary. Here it is said that all creatures are made to attain their 
end in acts peculiar to them, and the peculiar acts of man are 
those of the rational soul. This has two functions, cognitive 
(‘ilmi) and practical ( l amall), so it is required of man (as his 
end) that he should perfect himself in both functions through 
acquiring theoretical and practical excellence (119.11-18). 
This again is nothing but a statement of Aristotle’s doctrine. 


(1) See especially Eth. Nic., i. 7, x, 7. 
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Now all these statements on man’s happiness refer to the 
present life. We can therefore conclude at least this much: 
that even if Ibn Rushd believed in some kind of happiness for 
the individual in another life, he had little to say about it; and 
that whenever he refers to human happiness as a specific kind 
of life and an end to be achieved by action he always writes in 
terms of this life. We have seen how he thinks of the happy 
life: as the perfect activity of the rational soul, and especially 
of its purely intellectual functions. 

3) What is the relation of right action and practical virtue 
to the supreme end? Ibn Rushd appears to take a straight 
teleological position, defining right action as that which leads 
to the end. 

“everything that leads to (s'he-yabhl al) the end is good and 
beautiful, whereas everything that impedes it is evil and 
ugly” (Comm. PI. Rep., II, vi, 5). 

“Right practice consists in performing the acts which bring 
(tufld) happiness and avoiding the acts which bring misery” 
(Fasl, 19.2-3). 

In these sentences, the words “leads to” and “brings” natur¬ 
ally suggest to us means to ends, which are exterior to (ends 
themselves. This interpretation would exclude the supreme 
activities mentioned previously from being called “good” and 
“beautiful” and “right practice”, and that would not be in 
accord with Ibn Rushd’s outlook in general. We must under¬ 
stand him in Aristotelian terms. Aristotle was aware of the 
distinction between the intrinsic value of acts, in so far as they 
constitute ends in themselves, and their instrumental value as 
means toward these ends; but his language often fails to make the 
distinction where it is needed. Thus he speaks of “means” 
where he refers to or includes “constituents” of the end. Among 
constituents of the end Aristotle gives primacy to theoretical 
activity, but he also includes practical or moral activity in the 
case of most people for whom this is the highest attainable end 
(Eth. Nic., x, 8). It is safe to assume that Ibn Rushd follows 
his master. 
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Now the immediate means to the perfection of these final 
activities are the intellectual and moral virtues, settled dispos¬ 
itions of good character. Of these two, Ibn Rushd emphasizes 
the moral or practical virtues in a passage of Tahafut (581.5-8); 
but this emphasis may be due to the context. 

He goes on to say that these practical virtues can best be 
strengthened by religious beliefs and practices (581.8-11). 
Here he has added a religious, Islamic element to what is in 
Aristotle, but the principle is the same, that sound moral 
beliefs and acts build up the virtues. Besides, there is much 
in Plato’s Republic and Laws, that supports his view of religion 
as a means of moral education. 

Here we are in the realm of means in the proper sense, 
“the acts which gain for (lukassib) the soul these virtues 
[theoretical and practical] are the good and beautiful ones 
(al-khayral wal-hasandl), while those which hinder it are 
the bad and evil ones (ash-shurur was-sayyi’at)” ( Manahij , 
119.19-20). 

In the light of the two quotations given above it is best to 
understand this statement as a definition of good and evil acts. 

In all this Ibn Rushd affirms the dependence of the rightness 
of actions on the happiness of the agent . This strikes a modern 
person as queer and mistaken; we look for a social criterion of 
rightness. 

4) How does man know what is right in particular situations? 
So far we have drawn our understanding of Ibn Rushd from one 
side of his work, the philosophical and theological. For the 
present question we shall have to compare what he wrote on 
that side with his words as a jurist; and this will raise some 
problems of harmonization. 

As a philosopher, he takes the Aristotelian position that man 
can know the right by practical wisdom (Greek phronesis). 
In commenting on Plato’s doctrines of the state and the soul 
(Comm. PL Rep., I, iii), he says with Plato that moral virtue 
exists in a man when the rational element of his soul rules over 
the other elements. 
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“This means that he will be impelled towards things which 
are worthy of impulse, in such measure and time as the 
intellect judges right” (I, iii, 3). 

How practical wisdom proceeds in making moral judgements 
is mentioned in his commentary on the Nicomchean Ethics, but 
he merely paraphrases Aristotle and there is no need to des¬ 
cribe Aristotle’s doctrine. The important points for our survey 
are that Ibn Rushd believed that reason can find out at least a 
part of what is right, and that this belief presupposes the object¬ 
ive character of the right, which he actually upheld strenuously 
as we have seen. 

As a jurist, Ibn Rushd writes a different language. In Bidayat 
al-mujtahid (1-5) he expounds briefly the classical theory of juris¬ 
prudence, making clear its basic principle that all judgements of 
what is lawful have to be derived, directly or ultimately, from 
the texts of the Qur'an and Traditions. Prac tical morality is 
known from the sharVa. In Fast, instead of stating the problem 
of the book directly in moral terms, “Is it right for Muslims to 
study philosophy?”, he prefers to state it in the language of fiqh, 
deriving the law (i.e. the practically right) from scripture: 

“The purpose of this treatise is to examine, from the stand¬ 
point of the study of the Law, whether the study of philosophy 
and logic is allowed by the Law, or prohibited, or commanded 
—either by way of recommendation or as obligatory” (1.7-9). 

Such language at first glance suggests an acceptance of the 
Shafi'ite-Ash'arite “command” theory of value, referred to 
above as “theistic subjectivism”, which Ibn Rushd vigorously 
opposed as a philosopher and theologian. But in fact his use of 
this language does not carry such an implication. Like the 
Mu'tazila in an earlier period, he thought of the sharVa as a 
source of law, of divine origin, which reveals and commands to 
man what is objectively right. Thus there is no incompatibility 
between the assertions of Ibn Rushd the philosopher and Ibn 
Rushd the jurist. His own reconciliation of the two is made 
clear in the Commentary on Plato's Republic (II, vi, 4-5). After 
stating that the sharVa of Islam prescribes for religious know¬ 
ledge and practice, he says: 
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“Its intention as regards this purpose is essentially the same 
as that of philosophy in respect of class and purpose”. 
“Therefore some people are of opinion that these religious 
laws only follow ancient wisdom. It is obvious that Good 
and Evil, beneficial and harmful, beautiful and ugly are in 
the opinion of all these men something that exists by nature, 
not by convention. This means that everything that leads 
to the end is good and beautiful, whereas everything that 
impedes it is evil and ugly. This is evident from the nature 
of these laws and in particular our own law. Many people 
of our region hold this opinion about our own law”. 

It is clear enough that Ibn Rushd shares the opinion of these 
people. 

5) But why is it ever necessary to proceed through the 
sharVa if man can have direct access to knowledge of the right 
through his reason? The need for the shana is at least partly 
explained in the parable of the doctor and the Legislator in 
Fast. The doctor’s aim is 

“to preserve the health and cure the diseases of all the people, 
by prescribing for them rules which can be commonly 
accepted... He is unable to make them all doctors, because a 
doctor is one who knows by demonstrative methods the things 
which preserve health and cure disease” (22.9-13). 

This view is stated again very clearly in Tahafui: 

“In short, the religions are, according to the philosophers, 
obligatory, since they lead towards wisdom in a way universal 
to all human beings, for philosophy only leads a certain num¬ 
ber of intelligent people to the knowledge of happiness (*) and 
they therefore have to learn wisdom, whereas religions seek 
the instruction of the masses generally” (582.7-11). 

So practical wisdom can be used effectively only by the 
wise; it is too weak in most people, who have to follow laws and 
rules given by a religion. Ibn Rushd adds that this majority 


(1) la‘rif sa'adat ba‘d an-nas al-‘aqliya. Or, "leads a certain number of people 
to the knowledge of intellectual happiness”? 
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includes the wise themselves when they are young, and that 
throughout their lives they should show respect for the teachings 
of their religion. 

Does he go still further in justifying religion as a guide to 
morality? Do the Legislators, the prophets who found religions, 
have knowledge of moral truths not attainable even by the wise 
in their maturity who use practical reason? To give a full 
answer to this question would require a far-reaching study of 
Ibn Rushd’s doctrine of prophecy, as well as of the Aristotelian 
doctrine of practical reason; this would take us beyond the scope 
of this article, and I shall content myself here with a few pro¬ 
visional remarks. One of the most significant passages for this 
question occurs in the last section of Tahdful where Ibn Rushd 
writes: 

“And never has wisdom (al-hikma) ceased among the inspired, 
i.e. the prophets, and therefore it is the truest of all sayings 
that every prophet is a sage (hakim), but not every sage a 
prophet; the learned (al- ulama 1 ), however, are those of 
whom it is said that they are the heirs of the prophets” (583. 
12-584.1). 

This sentence asserts that prophets have wisdom, which 
must certainly include practical wisdom; but they have something 
more. What this is is stated soon afterwards: 

“Every religion exists through inspiration and is blended 
with reason. And he who holds that it is possible that 
there should exist a natural religion based on reason alone 
must admit that this religion must be less perfect than those 
which spring from reason and inspiration” (584.3-6). 

What, then, is the distinctive contribution of inspiration to 
moral knowledge, over and above what could be supplied by 
the practical reason of an intelligent and educated person ? 
A part of the answer is found in Fasl where Ibn Rushd lists 
three unique and miraculous properties of the more « popular » 
religious dicla of the Qur'an: 

“There exist none more completely persuasive and convincing 
to everyone than they” (25.14-15). 
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This emphasizes their imaginative quality of expression and 
does not indicate any difference in content from what practical 
reason would provide ( 1 ). 

But a passage in Mandhij (100-101) seems to go much further, 
and to attribute to prophets a knowledge of the content of 
morality which is unattainable by ordinary intellectual methods. 
Ibn Rushd is discussing how the Qur'an proves its miraculous 
and prophetic character, and he argues that the most fundamental 
way is that 

“The Laws (ash-shara'V) which it includes on doctrine and 
practice are such as could not be acquired by learning (bit- 
la'allum) but [only] by inspiration (bil-wahy)" (100. 8-9). 

For the knowledge of the right legislation can only be attained 
when the Lawgiver has acquired knowledge of God (on a basis 
of knowledge of the universe), of human happiness in the next 
life, the nature of the soul, and the actions and virtues which 
procure happiness, in their right proportions; and on top of 
all this he must know how much the masses should be told 
for their own happiness, and how they should be told it. 

« Thus we find all this determined in the scriptures. And all 
or most of this only becomes clear through inspiration, or 
else [in the remainder] its explanation through inspiration 
is superior [to a purely rational explanation]” (101- 3-5). 
“And all this, or most of it, cannot be grasped by learning 
(ta'allum), art (sina'a) or rational wisdom (hikma). This 
can be understood for sure by whoever has practised the 
sciences—especially [with respect to] the making of divine 
Laws and the drafting of statutes (wad' ash-shara'i l wa 
iaqrlr al-qawanln), and the indications of conditions in the 
next life» (101. 8-10). 

Then he concludes that since the Qur'an contains the whole 
of this knowledge in the most perfect form possible, it must 
be divinely inspired. As the final proof he adduces the supposed 


(1) The other two properties are connected with the allegorical art of scripture, 
but this is only found in its doctrinal or homiletic passages. Its practical precepts 
are always made plain to everyone ( Fasl , 9.15-16). 
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illiteracy of Muhammad. What are we to make of this passage? 
Taken in isolation, it would have to be regarded as Ibn Rushd’s 
real and final conviction. But in the light of the rest of his 
work there is reason for doubt, because it seems to say too much. 
For nearly all the subjects which he says can only be known 
through inspiration had in fact been studied thoroughly in 
his own philosophic and scientific work as well as those of the 
Greek and other Muslim philosophers. Take psychology, for 
instance, which he describes here as «the knowledge of what 
the soul is and of its substance” (100.20): it is hard indeed to 
believe that Ibn Rushd thought this was better known or better 
explained through scripture than through philosophy. Bearing 
in mind, then, that Manahij is an exoteric work, I shall have 
to leave this question in suspense. But enough reasons have 
been given previously to justify the usefulness of scripture to 
morality, in teaching morality effectively to the majority of 
people. 

6) What, in Ibn Rushd’s view, was the function of the Islamic 
lawyer in the moral order ? He wrote little on this question, 
either because he had no occasion to discuss it in his philoso¬ 
phical or legal works, or because he held views on it which if 
stated too plainly might have offended the faqlhs , who were 
his professional colleagues, and endangered his own career. 
But the Commentary on Plato's Republic contains a discussion 
which is very revealing (III, i, 6-9). First he declares that the 
true king of an ideal state must combine wisdom, intelligence, 
rhetoric, imagination and the military ability to conduct jihad , 
and must be free of physical defects Here Ibn Rushd has 
combined the qualities of Plato’s philosopher king with some 
of the traditional qualifications of a caliph, following Farabi’s 
idea of the identification of the philosopher, king, lawgiver 
and imam ( 1 ). The wisdom of this ruler must clearly include 
practical reason if he is to fulfil his functions. Then he goes on: 


(1) Cf. also II, i, 6. But Teicher regards this paragraph as part of a gloss 
(op. cil.y p. 191). 
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« It also happens sometimes that the prince of this State 
will be one who does not attain this status, that is, the dignity 
of king, yet he is expert in the laws which the first [lawgiver] 
laid down, and possesses a [power of] good conjecture so as 
to deduce from them what the first did not expound for 
every single legal decision and every single lawcase. To this 
category of knowledge belongs the science called among us 
the art of jurisprudence”. 

He who can do this is “the legal expert” (Heb. daydn , Ar. 
faqlh). This passage goes beyond interpretation of Plato, 
and should be understood as expressing Ibn Rushd’s own 
opinion. It shows that he thought of fiqh as on a lower level 
than the wisdom of a philosopher king. It also indicates 
what the activity of the faqlh is: it is not the direct exercise 
of moral judgement (practical wisdom), but deduction of moral 
decisions from scripture. This is legal reasoning or legal analogy 
(qiyas fiqhl) (Fasl , 3). It is justified in Bidayat al-mujtahid , 
as against Zahirite condemnation of it, by the ordinary argument 
of classical Islamic jurisprudence, neatly stated as follows: 

“But the indication of intellect supports its correctness, 
because occurrences [in the relations] between people are 
infinite [in variety], whereas texts, acts and decisions [of the 
Legislator] are finite, and it is impossible for something finite 
to correspond to something infinite” (2-3) ( x ). 

To perform this operation expertly is, of course, a respectable 
profession. Yet for Ibn Rushd it must be no more than an 
employment of dialectical, not demonstrative reasoning, in the 
Aristotelian senses; for it works from commonly accepted 
premisses, not from principles of reason. 

He himself could work sincerely as a qadl, because he believed 
in the worth of the sharta as a guide to practice for most people 
and most cases. If ever he thought that in his work he was 
employing practical reason, not mediated by the sharta , he 


(1) Cf. Shahrastiini, Kildb al-milal wan-nihal, ed. M. Badran (Cairo, 1954), 
Vol. I, p. 180. 
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did not proclaim this operation which would have appeared to 
most Muslims as an arrogation of the right to free opinion 
(ijtihad ar-ra'yj, such as had long ago been condemned by all 
schools of law. To announce it would have aroused hostility 
on the part of his fellow lawyers and discredited philosophers 
in Andalus. And apart from considerations of prudence it 
would also have been morally wrong, in his eyes, because it 
would have set a dangerous example and encouraged other 
lawyers to follow him who did not have the necessary “demonst¬ 
rative” education and abilities. We do not hear of attacks on 
Ibn Rushd's legal career, but only on his opinions on matters 
of religious doctrine. It is therefore safe to assume that he 
kept to himself his views on practical wisdom in law, or hinted 
at them quietly in commentaries, where they would only be 
read by earnest students of Plato and Aristotle. 

An indication of how he may have thought practical reason 
could be used in legal decisions is found in the Commentary on 
Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics , 24Sr (on Book v, ch. 10). He 
quotes Aristotle's definition of the equitable as “a correction 
of law where it is defective owing to its generality”, and illus¬ 
trates this from the Islamic law of jihad. It is stated as a 
general injunction to make war on all non-Muslim nations at 
all times. But the Muslims have suffered much harm from 
taking it thus generally. “This happened from their ignorance 
of the intention of the Legislator, and for this reason it should 
be stated that peace is preferable [as a rule], and war only 
sometimes”. Such correction of positive law by equity 
implies the existence of a natural right, to which the Legislator 
conformed, and by our direct knowledge of which we may 
interpret his intentions ( x ). This operation would be equivalent 


(1) L. Strauss, Natural right and history (Chicago, 1953), attributes to Ibn Rushd 
(243 v) an interpretation of Aristotle, Eth. Nic. f v, 7, which "implies the denial of 
natural right proper” (p. 159). "According to Averroes, Aristotle understands by 
natural right "legal natural right” (p. 158). Cf. also Strauss’s Persecution and the 
art of writing (Glencoe, Illinois, 1952), p. 97, n. 5. But the chapter in Aristotle 
is about political right or justice (politikou dikaiou), i.e. justice as embodied in the 
laws of states. See H. H. Joachim, Commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics 
(Oxford, 1951), pp. 153-56. Ibn Rushd therefore merely makes the sound observ- 
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to the “judgement of public interest” (islislah) which had 
never quite been suppressed in the accepted theories of 
Islamic jurisprudence. But so far as I know Ibn Rushd never 
made this equation, which would have been theoretically most 
enlightening, if he had attempted in writing to harmonize 
Islamic law with philosophical ethics, as he harmonized Islamic 
doctrine with natural philosophy, psychology and metaphysics. 

George F. Hourani 
(Ann Arbor, Michigan) 


ation that in spite of its relative invariability even the "'natural” (phusikon) kind 
of political justice is only quasi-natural because it is still man-made. " lex aulem 
non naluralis, genere quidem quasi naturalis eslj el non est in ea diversilas " (243v). 
The question is about a jus gentium. Natural right, in the sense of objective moral 
right independent of laws, is not discussed here at all, either by Aristotle or by 
Ibn Rushd. 

The interpretation of Aristotle as a conventionalist would indeed be surprising 
in Ibn Rushd, (1) because he must have known from other passages, such as the 
accounts of the other virtues, that Aristotle believed in natural right, and (2) 
because Ibn Rushd himself believed in it, as shown above, and would have been 
much agitated at finding a contrary view in Aristotle. 
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La tendance de Tlslam vers une egalite de principe entre 
les Croyants est profonde dans la doctrine et, en d6pit de multi¬ 
ples et graves entorses, perceptible aussi dans les faits. Peut-etre 
cependant faut-il lui reconnaitre moins de force, dans la pensee 
comme dans Taction, qu’a la notion fondamentale de fraternite 
musulmane, dont les effets et les limitations, dans leur perma¬ 
nence comme dans leurs fluctuations, demanderaient a etre 
6tudi6s de pres. La revelation coranique elle-meme, encline a 
donner la preference devant Dieu aux plus pieux d’entre les 
fideles (XLIX, 13), institue, sur le plan social, une fraternity 
plutot qu’une egalite. L’esprit des reformes qu’elle entend 
promouvoir, en ce dernier domaine, est a la fois ferme et modyry ; 
si elle a contribue a briser certains cadres et a modifier certains 
concepts, elle est loin de partir a Tassaut de Tordre ytabli. Parmi 
les versets qu’invoquera volontiers plus tard un conservatisme 
desireux de justifier et d’enraciner les inegalites sociales, le 
Livre ynonce : « Nous les avons eleves les uns au-dessus des 
autres en degres (darajal), pour que les uns prennent les autres 
comme serviteurs » (XLIII, 32, et cf. VI, 165). Le Coran edicte 
des mesures importantes en faveur de la femme ; mais il enterine 
son inferiority (IV, 34). II vise a reduire Tesclavage, mais il 
regardc le statut servile, s’agit-il meme d'esclaves musulmans, 
comme conforme au plan divin (XVI, 71, 75, XXX, 28). La 
defiance qu’il manifeste envers les Arabcs nomades (p. ex. IX, 
97, XLIX, 14) a pu autoriser, par la suite, des reticences a leur 
endroit. En revanche, la voie etait ouverte, notamment par la 
sourate XXXIII, meme si on laisse de cote toute ideologic 
sl‘ite, a une prise en consideration privilegiee du Prophete et 


4 
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de la famille de celui-ci. La doctrine classique, il est vrai, qu’elle 
s’appuie ou non sur des « Traditions » admises comme comple- 
mentaires du Livre, n’a pas accorde une tres grande place aux 
differences genealogiques ou sociales entre musulmans males 
de condition libre. II n’en est que plus instructif d’observer 
celles qui sont retenues. 

Notre attention va se concentrer, dans la presente 6tude, sur 
la disparity des professions, et principalement sur le traitement 
discriminatoire dont certaines d’entre elles sont victimes chez 
nombre de docteurs. Precisons tout de suite qu’il convient de 
mettre hors de question les professions qui violent, de par leur 
nature, les interdits coraniques frappant, outre les relations 
sexuelles illicites, le pret a interet, la consommation du vin, 
les jeux de hasard : elles sont d’emblee, bien entendu, formelle- 
ment condamn6es. A cot6 d’elles peuvent etre suspectes, a des 
degres divers, celles qui simplement risquent de favoriser telle 
ou telle de ces pratiques ou d’inciter a un comportement immo¬ 
ral ou inhumain ; elles suscitent la mefiance des hommes de 
religion, ce qui ne va pas toujours sans consequences juridiques, 
encore qu’elles ne puissent tomber sous le coup d’une franche 
interdiction ; nous en rencontrerons quelques-unes au passage, 
chemin faisant. Mais l’essentiel de notre recherche portera sur 
des professions qui n’encourent pas un pareil reproche, ou qui 
ne pourraient que tres difficilement l’encourir, et qui n6anmoins 
dans la pens6e islamique sont traditionnellement discreditees. 

Les professions en cause sont essentiellement des metiers 
manuels, ou qui leur sont assimiles. Cependant ce n’est point 
ici le travail manuel en tant que tel qui est dedaigne. La tradition 
religieuse musulmane, au contraire, s’efforce de le valoriser. 
Dans une societe ou Tactivite economique reconnue comme 
superieure et la plus honoree est celle du marchand, du nego- 
ciant, non du producteur, les moralistes tentaient d’ordinaire 
de rchausser le role de i’agriculture et de l’artisanat : leur zele 
insistant serait deja revelateur d’une tension entre la theoric 
et le reel. Les influences sl‘ites ou sufies peuvent avoir joue 
dans ce secteur, accentue une tendance naturelle chez les 
penseurs. La plupart des maitres accordaient une egale liceite 
aux quatre movens fondamentaux qu’ils constataient de gagner 
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sa vie ou de se procurer des revenus : agriculture (et eievage), 
artisanat, commerce, salariat. Mais des questions de precellence 
entre ces grandes categories comme a 1’interieur de chacune 
d’elles demeurent, que ne suffit pas a ^carter la consideration 
du caractere indispensable et de la complementarity mutuelle 
des divers metiers — theme banal —, non plus que 1’enumeration 
complaisante des activites professionnelle exercees par Ies 
anciens Prophetes ou les tout premiers musulmans. 

Fort suggestif est, parmi les textes anciens ou classiques, 
l’opuscule que l’ecole hanafite a transmis, sous le titre d’a/- 
Iktisab fi-r-rizq al-muslalab, comme remontant au grand dis¬ 
ciple direct d’Abu Hanlfa, Muhammad b. al-Hasan as-Sai- 
banl (m. 189/805), a travers le resume du a un eleve de ce 
dernier, Muhammad b. Sama'a (m. age en 233/847-8). Plusieurs 
indices incitent, a mon sens, a quelque suspicion a regard d’une 
paternity aussi haute, a moins de supposer un remaniement 
ulterieur ( x ). De toute faqon, ce petit ouvrage peut etre tenu 
pour representatif d’une attitude moyenne qui s’est fait jour 
chez nombre de sunnites assez t6t : il justifie tout gagne-pain 
honnete, en opposition a la fois a ceux qui pronent un quietisme 
ascetique et a ceux qui devalorisent certains metiers. Les allu¬ 
sions coraniques au commerce, que I’on invoque en faveur de 
sa liceite, sont a prendre, assure-t-il, au sens propre, non au 
sens figure (p. 20). Agriculture, artisanat, commerce ont ete 
pratiques par les grands Anciens : Adam fut agriculteur et 
meunier, Noe charpentier, Idris tailleur, Abraham marchand 
d’etoffes, David fabricant d’armures (Coran, XXI, 80, XXXIV, 
10-11), Salomon vannier, Zacharie charpentier, Jesus vivait 
du filage de sa mere et parfois glanait, Mahomet fut a divers 
moments berger ou cultivateur, Abu Bakr etait marchand 


(I) fid. Caire, 1938,90 p. Mes motifs de suspicion quant a la paternity oudu moins 
& la date de la redaction definitive de Touvrage sont, outre le st yle et l’allure g£nerale, 
les citations qui mettent en cause les Karramiyya (pp. 24, 68). Ahmad b. JIanbal et 
Ishaq b. Rahuyeh (p. 59), les zahirites (p. 78), les fuqaha’ hanafites (p. 82), et aussi 
l’allusion nette que fait le grand hanafite du v e /xi e siecle as-Sarahsi, qui l’a com¬ 
ments, 6 son caractere peut-£tre apocryphe (Mabsut, t. XXX, p.244). S. D.Goitein 
s’est servi de VIklisab au cours d’un article inleressant des Cahiers d'hisloire 
mondiale , vol. Ill, 1957, pp. 586-590, mais pour un propos different du notre, et 
sans se poser la question d’authenticite. 
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d’6toffes, ‘Umar et ‘Utman negotiants en denr6es alimen- 
taires (pp. 16-18, 21-22) ( 1 ). Les «degr£s » entre les hommes, 
auxquels r6fere le Coran (voir ci-dessus), sont a comprendre 
essentiellement comme l’expression d’une structure de soli- 
darite sociale, dans laquelle chacun a besoin d’autrui : le pauvre 
de l’argent du riche, le riche du travail du pauvre, l’agriculteur 
et le tisserand du travail l’un de l’autre (p. 43). L’auteur refuse, 
« avec la plupart des fuqaha’», de ne declarer licites qu’en cas 
de n6cessite les metiers que l’opinion commune taxe de 
«bassesse» (dana’a): le blamable, le vil, le degradant, ce 
n’est pas la nature du gagne-pain, mais la malhonnetete, la 
dtioyaute dans l’exercice de la profession (pp. 35-36). Cepen- 
dant, en depit de ces declarations de principe, les questions de 
precedence ne sont pas cxclucs ; il essaie de les situer sur un 
autre plan. Rappelant le debat, qui divisait «ses maftres», 
entre le commerce et 1’agriculture, il souligne que la majorite 
d’entre eux accorde la preference a cette derniere comme etant 
d’une plus large utilite fafdalu... li-annaha a'ammu naf‘an) 
parce qu’elle renforce 1’aptitude physique de l’homme a remplir 
ses devoirs religieux, et parce que la charite y est plus mani- 
feste (as-sadaqa... azhar) du fait que les animaux comme les 
humains en beneficient. Le gagne-pain, ajoute-t-il, d’ou est 
absente l’oeuvre de charite (iasadduq) n’a point de precedence 
(afdaliyya): il en est ainsi du tissage (hiydka), bien que celui-ci 
rende un service d’entraide (la'awun) pour l’accomplissement 
de la priere [en permettant de couvrir la nudite] (pp. 37-38). 

Une hierarchie des valeurs concernant les metiers (hiraf , 
sind'at ou sana’i 1 ) subsiste ou reapparait ainsi — contrecarrant 
dans une certaine mesure la tendance maitresse vers l’egalit6 — 
dans la litterature orthodoxe des traditionnistes et des mora- 
listes qui fleurit et s’epanouit du in e au v e siecle de l’hegire. 
Les donnees, sous forme de dires attribues au Prophete ou a 
quelque imam, ne sont pas toutes tenues pour egalement authen- 


(1) D’autres listes de ce genre figurent ailleurs, par exemple dans l’opuscule du 
hanbalite Abu Bakr al-Hallal (m. 311/923), Al-hatt r aid l-lijara wa-s-sina‘a wa-l - 
' amal , 6d. Damas 1348 h., p. 18. Dans son K. al-Ma‘arif, 6d. Caire I960, pp. 575-577, 
Ibn Qutaiba (m. 276/889) 6numere les metiers, manuels ou autres, exerces par de 
* nobles personnages » (asraf) au debut de TIslam. 
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tiques et ne jouissent pas toutes du meme prestige ; elles sont 
quelquefois contradictoires, image de pr6jug6s sociaux anciens 
ou neufs, reflet d’oppositions dans la r6alit6 ou dans la doctrine 
ou encore entre la doctrine et le r6el. On peut y lire des encoura¬ 
gements a l’agriculture ou a l’61evage, mais aussi — et quelque¬ 
fois de pr6fdrence — au commerce («les neuf dixiemes de la 
subsistance sont dans le commerce »), ou du moins au nSgoce 
du n6gociant correct et franc (tajirsaduq), tandis que le trafic 
d’une loyaut6 doutcuse est menace des chStiments de l’Au- 
Dela. On peut y trouver aflirm^e sous lc nom de tel maltre 
ancien la superiority que peu de gens etaient disposes a recon- 
naltre, de l’artisan sur le commergant ( 1 ). Mais d’une manure 
plus curieuse, plus significative encore, diverses professions 
precises y sont magnifiees : de nombreux textes font de la vente 
des etoffes (bazz), que le premier calife, Abu Bakr«le Veridique » 
(as-Siddiq), avait pratiquee, le commerce-roi (« en lui, les neuf 
dixiemes de la baraka », «s’il y avait un commerce au Paradis, 
ce serait celui des etoffes ») ; la vente des epices est associ£e 
parfois a cette flatteuse appreciation. Un hadith assez souvent 
reproduit enonce que le travail manuel des hommes vertueux 
est la couture [des vetements] et que celui des femmes ver- 
tueuses est le filage ( 2 3 ). Une liste d’une dizaine de metiers, en 
sus du commerce, est fournie par Abu Talib al-Makkl (m. 386/996) 
et a sa suite par al-Gazall (m. 505/1111) comme groupant les 
occupations des meilleurs d’entre les premiers musulmans : 
ce sont, dans 1’ordre plutot bizarre ou elles sont enumerees, les 
professions de savetier, portefaix, tailleur, cordonnier, foulon, 
bottier, forgeron, fabricant de fuseaux, pecheur ou chasseur, 
papetier (*). En faveur du papetier, al-Makki a un dire d’Ahmad 
b. Hanbal ; et il note que, d’apres certains, ces hommes dont 
le Coran (XXIV, 37) vante l’exactitude a accomplir la Priere 


(1) Abu Talib MakkT, Qul al-Qulub, 6U. Caire 1932, t. IV, p. 181. — Un hadith 
altribu6 au Prophetc : «les plus grands mcnteurs sont les artisans», est d6clar6 faux 
par Ibn Abi Hatim, * Hal al-hadlt, 6d. Cairo 1344 h., t. II, n° 2335. 

(2) Un certain nombre de ces hadiths sur l’activit6 professionnelle se trouvent 
group^s dans le Kanz al-'ummal de MuttaqI Hindi, 6d. Hyderabad, t. IV (an. 1953), 
pp. 17 et suiv. 

(3) Makki, op. cit., p. 187; Gazali, IhycV, 6d. Caire 1933, t. II, p. 76. 
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6taient des forgerons et des savetiers ( 1 2 ). D’assez bonne heure 
avait couru le hadith, suspect d’ailleurs aux rigoristes : « Le 
meilleur de vos travaux est celui de savetier »( 2 ). Le d6sir de rfeha- 
biliter ces deux professions deconsider6es dans 1’esprit de bien des 
fideles est a coup sur a Torigine de pareilles declarations. 

En contrepartie, des sentences reiterees s’acharnent a discr6- 
diter le metier de changeur, et la vente des cereales en grains ou 
en farine : il y a un risque d’« usure » dans la premiere activity, 
et l’autre incite a l’accaparement et a la hausse des prix d’une 
denree vitale. Si un scrupuleux, nous dit-on, deconseille le 
commerce des linceuls, les metiers de boucher et d’orfevre, c’est 
que le marchand de linceuls souhaite la mort des gens, que la 
boucherie endurcit le cceur, que Torfevrerie embellit faussement 
ce bas-monde par Tor et Targent ( 3 ). C’est egalement par souci 
de moralite religieuse que sont discredits les tenanciers de 
bains publics ou les musiciens professionnels. S’il arrive que la 
notion de souillure soit invoquee a propos de telle occupation 
decriee ( 4 5 ), par exemple le metier de balayeur, ce n’est aucune- 
ment la le motif que les docteurs mettent en avant d’ordinaire, 
et ce point merite toute notre attention : ils soulignent habi- 
tuellement dans ce cas, comme dans les cas similaires, le carac- 
tere vil (hasis , danV) du metier en cause, la bassesse (racine s/7) 
de qui s’y adonne. Ainsi en est-il, le plus souvent, de cette tri- 
logie traditionnelle qui enterine, dans une association assez 
inattendue, le mepris social encouru par le tisserand, le ventou- 
seur et le tanneur. Pour ce dernier, point n’est besoin sans 
doute de commentaire ; les deux autres peuvent surprendre, le 
premier surtout : tous deux sont plus d’une fois stigmatises 
ensemble, dans la formule notamment «les gens s’equivalent 
(an-nas akfa’) a Texception du tisserand et du ventouseur » ( s ). 
Cela requiert quelques developpements. 


(1) Makki, op. cit., pp. 186-187. 

(2) Ibn Qulaiba, K. la'wll muhtalif al-hadlr, 6d. Caire 1326 h., le d6nonce comme 
apocryphe. 

(3) Makki et Oazali, loc. cit 

(4) Incidemment, Oazall, loc. cit. 

(5) La formule en tant que hadith est regard6e comme apocryphe par Ibn Qutai- 
ba, loc. cil 



METIERS VILS EN ISLAM 


47 


Le ventouseur, scarificateur ou phlebotomiste, qui pose des 
ventouses ou opere des saignees, est le hajjam; c’est frequem- 
ment le meme personnage qui fait office de barbier. Des hadiths 
attribu^s au Prophete, bien attestes a partir du n e siecle de 
Thegire, condamnent le gain ou salaire (kasb, ijara) du ven¬ 
touseur. II est des versions qui l’englobent dans la meme repro¬ 
bation que le prix du chien et le salaire de la prostituee. Pour- 
quoi cette defaveur ? Le metier a son incontestable utilite, et 
il ne paratt impliqucr par lui-meme aucune infraction aux lois 
de 1’Islam. Certains docteurs se sont ingenies a decouvrir dans 
sa pratique ancienne des traits islamiquement critiquables : 
ce serait pour les uns le fait que le prix n’aurait pas ete fixe a 
l’avance, pour les autres la coutume preislamique suivant 
laquelle ceux qui operaient des saignees auraient vendu le sang 
a des tiers, or la vente du sang est interdite par un hadith ( x ). 
Mais ces justifications font figure d’etre tardives et forcees ( 1 2 ), 
outre que la premiere est discutable en droit musulman ; elles 
n’ont guere eu, au total, la faveur des ulemas. II semble que 
Texplication soit a chercher dans une autre voie, qui tienne 
compte essentiellement d’un dedain social traditionnel et qui 
s’approche de Tindication fournie par des auteurs medievaux, 
sur la foi d’une tradition anonymc, selon quoi les Corei'chites 
d’avant Tlslam se seraient crus deshonores de percevoir un 
salaire de hajjam ( 3 ). II faut reconnaitre, malheureusement, 
qu’on en est reduit aux hypotheses. Si Ton suppose, pour 
remonter a un passe lointain, des conceptions vraiment archai- 
ques, on, risque qu’elles n’aicnt plus eu cours, du moins au niveau 
de la conscience, dans les debuts de 1’Islam. Faut-il penser qu’a 
cette epoque, ou peu auparavant, le metier de ventouseur etait 
au Hedjaz une occupation d’esclave ? De forts indices existent 
en ce sens — les donnees memes de plusieurs hadiths —, tandis 
qu’au n e siecle, peut-etre au i er , un « souk des hajjamin » a 


(1) Voii notamment Baji, Munlaqd (sur le Muwalla' de Malik), t. VII, p. 299, et 
UbbI, Commenlaire sur Muslim , t. IV, p. 251. 

(2) L’allusion au sang vers6 (voir aussi & la page suivante), si elle recouvre un 
tabou originel, a pris une forme artiflciclle, indice probable de conceptions devices 
ou 6volu6es. 

(3) Baji, op. cil.y p. 298. 
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M6dine n’a pas l’air tenu sp6cialement par des esclaves ( l ). 
II ne serait pas absurde d’imaginer que pr6cis6ment dans une 
p6riode de transition, durant laquelle ce travail d’abord servile 
serait pass6 de plus en plus aux mains d’hommes libres, certains 
eussent tenu a d^noncer avec force son originelle vilenie. 

Sans avoir a contredire n^cessairement cette vue s^duisante, 
mais nullement prouvee, nous devons observer que le ven- 
touseur-phlebotomiste avait eu ailleurs dans le Proche-Orient, 
bien avant l’lslam, une facheuse reputation. Le Talmud, des la 
redaction de la Michna, cite cdte a c6te les professions de scari- 
ficateur-phl6botomiste (gara‘), tenancier ou gargon de bains, 
tanneur( 2 ), comme empechant d’acceder aux fonctions 
supremes qui 6taient la royaute ou le grand-pontificat. Parti- 
culierement notable est le commentaire qui s’ensuit : «Pour 
quelle raison ? Ce n’est point qu’ils soient impurs, mais parce 
que leur metier est vil (zll)»( 3 ). Le Talmud assure que dix 
choses sont reprochees au gara ‘: demarche arrogante, air inso¬ 
lent, maniere impolie de s’asseoir, avarice, cupidite, «il mange 
beaucoup, il Svacue peu, il est suspect de fornication, de vol, de 
meurtre » ; entendez, d’apres le commentaire subsequent, qu’il 
arrive que les femmes volent leur mari a son profit, ou qu’il 
cause la mort du patient en ne le saignant pas assez ( 4 ). Dans 
la meme page, le barbier (sappdr), distingue nommement du 
scarificateur, est montre lui aussi comme une sorte de brigand 
dont le contact avec les femmes est fort suspect. Il est done 
bien probable que dans le monde des Sassanides, qui a vu la 
fixation definitive du Talmud, ceux que l’arabe appcllc hajjdmln 
etaient mal vus d’un large public, et qu’on accusait — rationa- 


(1) Baji, loc. cil. 

(2) Qiddu&n 82a. — Le rapprochement qui s’impose entre cette liste et les 
conceptions musulmanes a £t£ d£j& fait par Goldziher dans son important article 
Die Handwerke bei den Arabern, Globus an. 1894, t. LXVI, pp. 203-205 ; mais il y 
passe sous silence les explications fournies par le Talmud. 

(3) Un peu plus loin, Qiddusln 82b, est exprim6e l’opposition entre arlisanat 
inf^rieur (ummanut peguma) et artisanat supSrieur (ummdnut me'ulla). 

(4) « Meurtre » 6tant dit « effusion de sang » (sefihul damim), on penserait & 
priori que e’est par exces ; le commentaire precise que e’est par insuffisance (« s’il 
tire moins d’un quart »): cette explication est-elle « secondaire » ? Je n’ose en 
decider. 
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lisation ou non d’un sentiment archaique ? — leur manifere 
d6plaisante de se comporter. Le moraliste ar-Ragih al-Isfahanl 
(m. 502/1108) nous ofTre vraisemblablemcnt, dans ses infor¬ 
mations qui ne sont pas a prendre au pied de la lettre, un echo 
attard6 de leur situation ancienne en territoire persan : « Chos- 
roes, 6crit-il, confisquait leurs biens tous les sept ans, declarant 
qu’ils sont petulants une fois enrichis » f 1 ). Point question ici, 
on le remarquera, d’esclavage ; mais 1’idee commune de vilenie 
recouvre sans doute des processus au moins partiellement ana¬ 
logues ; et il se peut au reste quc plus tard, sous l’lslam, des 
facteurs divers se soient rejoints et combines. 

Les maltres de 1’Islam, pour la plupart, ont souhaite reduire, 
voire annuler, la condamnation du gain du hajjam ; tres peu 
d’entre eux entendaient frapper la profession d’une interdiction 
absolue (tahrlm). II leur etait loisible, pour minimiser la portee 
des hadiths de prohibition, d’en discuter les termes dans leurs 
versions dissemblables ( 2 ), ou mieux encore de faire appel a 
d’autres hadiths exploitables dans le sens de la legitimite : des 
Traditions se sont repandues, en effet, d’apres lesquelles le Pro- 
phete lui-meme ne laissait pas de preconiser la hijama comme 
therapeutique et ne dedaignait pas de recourir, lorsque besoin 
etait, aux services remuneres d’un hajjam. Sur ces bases com¬ 
plexes, Ting^niosite des docteurs s’cst exercee ( 3 ). Pour quelques- 
uns, la prohibition d’abord enoncee a bien pu etrc ensuite 
abrogee ; pour d’autres, elle ne visait qu’une circonstance parti- 
culiere, Timpurete d’un operatcur determine. Pour d'autres 
encore, la defense dcmeure mais mitigee : le gain du hajjam est 
seulement « d6sapprouve » (makruh). Parmi ces partisans de la 


(1) Ragib Isfahan!, Muhddaral al-udaba\ s. 1. n. d., t. I, p. 2S6. — Je n’ose faire 
6tat d’une indication du pseudo-Jahiz, K. al-Taj , 6d. Caire 1914, p. 24, d’aprfcs 
laquelle, dans I’fitat sassanide, 6tait exclu de la troisi6me classe, avec d’autres 
r6prouv6s, «le ills d’artisan de bas 6tagc tel que tisserand ou ventouseur » (la trad. 
Pellat, Paris 1954, p. 52, est presque identique) ; car l’exemple pourrait bien etre 
de Tauteur musulman. 

(2) Par exemple habit, sarr , suht, qu’on refuse alors de prendre dans leur sens le 
plus d6favorable. 

(3) Sur les interpretations discordantes des docteurs a partir des hadiths, on 
consultera notamment Ibn Rusd (Averroes), Biddya , £d. Caire 1952, t. II, p. 223, 
et Saukani, Nail al-auiar, ed. Caire 1952, t. V, pp. 300-302. 
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«disapprobation », il en est qui la limitent a l’homme libre ; ils 
tirent argument de ce que dans un hadith le Prophete ripond a 
un Compagnon, Muhayyisa b. Mas'ud qui, intiressi a la chose 
en tant que patron d'un ventouseur, Tinterrogeait la-dessus 
avec insistance : «Nourris-en tes esclaves ». Telle semble avoir 
iti Topinion d’Ahmad b. Hanbal : aurait-il de la sorte retrouve, 
ou perpetue, la signification historiquement exacte de l’interdit ? 
Cependant, dans sa propre ecole comme dans les autres icoles 
sunnites, la solution dominantc cst celle de la liceite pour tous, 
par consideration de 1’interet commun et par refus d’admettre 
que ce qui serait religieusement permis a l’esclave ne le serait 
pas pour rhomme libre ( x ) ; il est seulement preferable pour ce 
dernier, dans la ligne que tragait deja as-Safi‘1 ( 1 2 ), de ne pas 
choisir proprio motu cette profession decriee (danVa) et de 
s’abstenir de tirer profit comme patron du gain d’un kajjam . 
Relevons qu’un mouvement au moins partiel vers la rehabilita¬ 
tion des hajjamin est sensible a travers un Ragib al-Isfahanl, 
qui s’est complu a reproduire des anecdotes favorables a un 
certain nombre d’entre eux ( 3 ). 

Plus surprenante peut-etre encore que la reprobation dont 
risquait d’etre victime le ventouseur-phlebotomiste est celle 
dont la tradition menace, conjointement, le tisserand (ha'ik). 
Encore moins, pour lui, peut-il s’agir en principe de souillure ; 
et, islamiquement parlant, aucun motif n’est saisissable a priori. 
Qu’au n e siecle de Phegire le tissage soit demeure chez les 
Arabes besogne de femme ou d ? esclave, comme Goldziher l’a 
fait valoir ( 4 ), est une explication recevable : le phenomene 
pourrait etre regarde comme similaire de ce que nous avons 


(1) Ibn Qudama, Mugni , ed. en 9 vol.. t. V, p. 492. 

(2) Safi'i, Ihtildf al'hadit, t. VII, p. 344 bas. 

(3) Ragib Isfahan!, op. cit., pp. 285-2S6 : entre autres traits il est rapports qu’un 
hajjam nomm6 AbQ Taiba (lire ainsi), apr^s avoir soign6 le Prophete, a bu son sang, 
le m£lant de la sorte au sien, ce qui lui aurait permis de s’allier ensuite par mariage 
a des grands. 

(4) Loc. cit. — H6rodote, II, XXXV, avail noU avec dtonnement qu’en Egypte 
c’6taient les hommes qui s’adonnaient au tissage dans les maisons. Il relevait aussi 
une particularity technique dans la fagon de tisser. Pline TAncien, VIII, XLVIII, 
signale un important perfectionnement technique & Alexandrie. Nous savons 
d’autre part, par ce qui se passe sous nos yeux, que le tissage masculin peut difT6rer 
du tissage f6minin par le « metier a tisser » m^me qui est employ^. 
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suppose pour le ventouseur, ct la comparaison serait encore 
plus 6troite si Ton se prenait a penser que, la profession fetant 
exerc6e sous les yeux des Arabes de plus en plus par des hommes 
libres, une reaction psycho-sociale a pu enfler chez eux la vague 
du m6pris ; Tassociation du ventouseur et du tisserand dans la 
meme formule depreciative se comprendrait mieux. Quoi qu’il 
en soit, un contraste s’afTirme dans les donn6es relatives a la 
condition materielle et a Tattitude de Tun et de l’autre dans le 
monde preislamique proche-oriental. Nous avons constate que 
le premier se voyait reprocher dans certains milieux son inso¬ 
lence et son enrichissement. Au second les qualificatifs de pauvre 
et d’humble s’accoleraient au contraire facilement. Dans un 
pays de longue date gros producteur d’etofTes comme l’Egypte, 
sa situation a travers les ages antiques est miserable. En compa- 
gnie, il est vrai, d’autres artisans mal lotis, on nous le montre 
des la haute epoque pharaonique travaillant dur pour gagner 
une maigre pitance dans l’atelier oil «il est plus mal qu’une 
femme, accroupi, sans air » ( 1 ). Le travail de l’ouvrier tisserand 
au-dessous du tarif dut etre interdit par un 6dit d’Evergete II 
(n e siecle avant Tere chretienne) ( 2 ). Le perfectionnement de la 
technique qui amenait un accroissement de la production, 
Torganisation 6tatique ou « capitaliste », la fabrication de tissus 
de luxe d’un prix eleve n’ont assur6ment pas, des siecles durant, 
profits a la masse des travailleurs ( 3 ). Le moyen age musulman ne 
semble pas avoir modi fie partout ni du premier coup cet etat de 
choses : au debut du m e siecle de Thegire, les tisserands coptes 
du Delta, sous la dependance des courtiers officiels et des mar- 
chands, se plaignaient de ne pas gagner «le pain de leur bou- 
che »( 4 ). Sans doute en allait-il de meme ailleurs. Ar-Ragib al- 
Isfahan! fait repondre par un docteur anonyme a un tisserand 
qui lui demandait quel travail faire pour s’humilier : « Il n’est 


(1) Moret, Le Nil et la Civilisation egyplienne, Paris 1926, p. 312; Jaccard, 
Hisloire sociale du travail , de VantiquiU d nos jours, Paris 1960, p. 32. 

(2) Glol/., Le travail dans la Grdce anricnne , Paris 1920, p. 424. 

(3) Sur les r6quisilions et livraisons & prix fixe auxquelles 6taient soumis les 
tisserands cn iSgyptc sous Aur61ien (270-276 de l’6re chretienne), voir RostovtzefT, 
The social and economic History of Ihe Homan Empire, Oxford 1957, p. 486. 

(4) Mez, Die Renaissance des Jslams , Heidelberg 1922, pp. 433-434. 
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pas de besogne plus humble que la tienne ; tiens t’y done ». Et 
le moraliste poursuit en commentant le sobriquet «Ventre- 
vert », qui convient, dit-il, au tisserand parce que celui-ci est 
reduit a sc nourrir de legumes verts ( 1 ). Aujourd'hui encore, 
dans le Sahel de Tunisie, 1’insulte monte aux levres : «tisserand 
fauche, noueur de fils » (huki mezlut rabbat huyul) ( 2 ). Mais la 
deuxieme partie de cette formulc populaire, si on Tinterprfete 
cn reference au malefice bien connu des noeuds (il n’est pas 
absent du Coran, CXIII, 4), nc nous aide-t-elle pas a entrevoir 
un motif archaique, que no devoilent pas les explications des 
docteurs ? 

Un avilissement aussi durable, par sa fatality apparente, 
appclait une justification religieuse qui n’a pas fait d6faut et 
qui peut-etre a contribue longtemps a son tour, avec la decla¬ 
ration stigmatisante d’ou nous sommes partis, a la persistance 
de cette misere et de ce mepris ( 3 ). On a pret£ a ‘All, gendre du 
Prophete, des prop os tres durs sur les tisserands : ils sont de la 
suite de Satan, leur frequentation est n£faste et fait participer 
a la malediction dont ils sont Fobjet pour avoir urine dans la 
cour de la Ka‘ba, vole les sandales du Prophete, le turban de 
Jean-Baptiste, la besace de Hidr, le fuseau de Sara, un poisson 
de la poele de ‘A’isa, et pour avoir egare Marie, mere de Jesus ( 4 5 ). 
Cette derniere accusation est accueillie par des maitres de Fim- 
portance d’Abu Talib al-Makkl et d’al-(jazali ( 6 ) ; elle etait deja, 


(1) Ragib Isfahan!, Muhddardl, pp. 284-285. — Dans un autre de ses ouvrages, 
K. ad-darVa ild makdrim aS-sarVa, 6d. Gaire 1324 h. (dont G. Vajda a bien voulu 
me preter un excmplaire), le ineine auteur expose des conceptions plus personnelles 
que dans ses Muhddardl sur la socUHO liumainc et les classes sociales : il insiste sur 
l’id6e que la differenciation sociale et C*conomique est voulue telle qu’elle est par 
Dieu : la satisfaction de soi et le d6dain d’autrui, la pauvret6, la crainte sont les 
ressorts psychologiques de l’ordre economique ; sMl n’en 6tait ainsi, s^exclame-t-il, 
qui se serait fait tisserand, vcntouscur, taiuicur ou balayeur ? 

(2) Sur le sens de mezlut, voir \V. Margais, Textes arabes de Takrouna, Glossaire, 
t. IV, Paris 1959, pp. 1686-87. 

(3) L’accusation de stupidity ou de fuiblesse d’esprit port6e parfois contre les 
tisserands (p. ex. Ihyd ’, t. Il, p. 7G) ine paruil une tentative d’excuser ce mepris 
plutot qu’une veritable explication. Si elle s’av6rait fond6e en quelque mesure, il 
y avait dans cette degradation, plus qu’une cause, un r6sultat. 

(4) Ragib Isfahan!, Muhddardl, t. I, p. 284 ; Goldziher, loc. cit. 

(5) Qui al-Qulub, t. IV, p. 201 ; Ihyd', t. II, p. 76; Hayek , Le Christ de 1'Islam, 

Paris 1959, p. 181. 
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avant eux, dans le repertoire sunnite du m e /ix e siecle, puis- 
qu’elle figure au Musnad d’Ahmad b. Hanbal ( J ) ; et elle revet 
la forme d’une tradition (non-Prophetique) dont la chalne passe 
par d’illustres transmetteurs de hadiths du ii e /vm e siecle, 
Sufyan b. ‘Uyaina et al-Lait [b. Sa‘d]. Marie, est-il rapporte 
dans le Musnad , cherchant Jesus, demanda son chemin d’abord 
a un tisserand, qui l’egara : elle invoqua Dieu contre lui, — puis 
a un tailleur, qui la renseigna correctement : elle invoqua Dieu 
en sa faveur. Chez al-Makkl et al-Gazali, qui ne racontent que 
la premiere partie de l’episode, des tisserands (haka) remplacent 
le tisserand unique (pour justifier sans doute que cette sanction 
peu charitable attcigne toute la corporation), et les termes de la 
malediction se precisent : « 0 mon Dieu, otc la benediction de 
lcur gain, fais-les mourir pauvrcs, et rcnds-lcs meprisables aux 
yeux dcs gens ! » Cette prierc, ajoutcnt les tcxtes, fut exaucee. 
Retenons que Taccent est mis sur la pauvrete persistante de ce 
malheureux corps artisanal. Quant a la source du recit qui 
n’est probablement pas une invention musulmane, on est fonde 
a la chercher dans la litteraturc evangelique apocryphe d’ou 
sont passes en arabe tant de dires dc Jesus ou de traits le concer- 
nant( 1 2 ) ; mais, a ma connaissance, dans l’etat actuel de notre 
documentation, Torigine precise ne se laisse pas decouvrir ( 3 ). 
II n’y a rien, en tout cas, de surprenant a ce qu’a propos de 
metiers manuels Tentourage dc Jesus soit evoque : les auteurs 
musulmans, conformement aux traditions chretiennes qui les 
inspirent, soulignent volontiers, pour plusieurs de ces per- 
sonnages 6vangeliques, leur qualite d’artisans ( 4 ). 

Cependant, pour le tisserand comme pour le ventouseur, une 
tendance s’est fait jour chez les docteurs vers une plus indulgente 
appreciation. Nous avons vu que. de bonne heure, chez les 


(1) Musnad , 6d. 1313 h., t. V, p. 3S*2. 

(2) Asin Palacios, Login el Agrapha Domini Jcsti . dans Patrologia Orienlalis, 
t. XIII an. 1919, et t. XIX an. 1926. 

(3) Asin a cherchd la source en vain. Je n’ai pas 6t6 plus heureux dans mes 
investigations. Mon collogue et ami Il.-Ch. Puech a bien voulu par lettre me confir¬ 
mer que les spdcialistes de la literature chr^tienne n’en savent pas davantage 
actuellement sur ce point. 

(4) Par exemple T a 'labl, Qisas nl-Anbiijd\ ed. Caire 1951, p. 3S9 et passim . 
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hanafites, Tutilit6 religieuse du tissage 6tait admise, meme si 
elle ne suflisait pas a lui valoir grande consideration. Cette idee 
qu’il permet aux croyants de couvrir leur nudite — obligation 
particulierement importante dans le rituel de la priere — revient 
assez souvent sous la plume des auteurs. On dit en vers : « Si 
n’etaient le tissage et ceux qui s’y adonnent, on verrait a bel air 
sexes et posterieurs » (laula l-hiyakatu wa-Uadlrta yalunaha , 
badaii l-furuju wa-lahati l-adbar , metre kamil) ( 1 ). L’6galita- 
risme theorique gagnant du terrain sous Tinfluence sufie, un 
malikite severe tel qu’Ibn al-Hajj, au vm e /xiv e siecle, envisage 
les metiers fondamentalement sous Tangle de la solidarity et de 
la piete ; et le voici qui, a ce titre, valorise resolument le tissage, 
le qualifiant d’« obligation communautaire » (fard kifaya) dont 
la fonction vient immediatement apres celle du travail agricole. 
II y a toujours eu dans la profession, assure-t-il, des hommes 
dignes et vertueux, contrairement a ce qu’avancent des igno- 
rants pretentieux. S’il est vrai, comme d’aucuns le veulent, que, 
dans le passage coranique ou les incroyants disent a Noe « Croi- 
rons-nous en toi alors que te suivent les plus vils (al-ardalun , 
XXVI, 111) », ces derniers etaient « les tisserands » (al-qazza- 
zun), cela prouve pour Ibn al-Hajj que, vils aux yeux des 
incroyants, ils sont en revanche les elus de Dieu ! ( 2 ). On ne 
saurait, a cote d’une motivation religieuse, negliger un facteur 
d'un autre ordre : Tenrichissement des tisserands, vraisembla- 
blement dans le tissage de luxe, et la respectabilite qu'ils ont en 
consequence fmi par acquerir, sur certaines places du monde 
musulman : des allusions y sont faites pour Tunis et Alexan- 
drie ( 3 ), qui paraissent valables en gros pour les derniers siecles 


(1) Ragib Isfahan!, Muhddardl, t. I, p. 285. — Un tisserand pouvait figurer 
dans la liste des « nobles » musulmans des premiers temps qui ont exerce un metier 
manuel; Ibn Qutaiba, Mci'drif, loc. cit. 

(2) Maclhal , (ecrit en 732/1331), 6d. Caire 1929, t. IV, pp. 3, 10, 13-14. II y est 
dit express^ment que qazzdz est svnonyine de bulk. L’cmploi de qazznz dans ce sens 
n’est pas rare : il est assurement euph6niistique, le terme signifiant au propre 
«so yeux ». 

(3) Voir ci-aprds. — II semble qu’a Tinnis en I : Igypte, deji vers le d(ibut du 
iv e /x e siecle, les tisserands d’6tolTes de luxe aient 6te enrichis ; r6f. apud Aly Bey 
Bahgat, Les manufactures d'eloffe en Jzqyplc au moyen age , Le Caire 1904, p. 5. — 
Au debut de ce siecle-ci, les tisserands d’etoffe de soie sont signals a Tunis 
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du moyen 5ge. II y aurait la matiere a une recherche syst6ma- 
tique, plus pouss^e : l’histoire de la profession, de son Evolution 
technique et 6conomique, avec les changements sociaux qui en 
r6sultent, scrait a faire, dans la mesure oh une documentation 
avare le permet. 

Le gain du tisserand, malgre la malediction de Marie, n’est 
pas l’objet, dans la literature classique du hadith, d’une repro¬ 
bation comparable a celle qui menace le gain du ventouseur. 
Mais les deux professions se retrouvent d’ordinaire sur le meme 
pied dans les secteurs plus proprement juridiques — au sens oh 
nous entendons le droit — dans lesquels, d’une maniere d’ailleurs 
variable suivant les docteurs, la situation sociale entre en jeu : le 
manage et le lemoignage doivent etre etudies a cet egard. 

L’une dcs conditions de validite du mariage est, bien que la 
doctrine clle-memc en r£duisc beaucoup le champ d’application 
et les efTets, une certaine parite (kafd’a) entre les epoux : parite 
d’ailleurs a sens unique, l’epoux devant etre digne de P6pouse 
sans reciprocity obligee ( 1 ). Les elements constitutes de cette 
6galite matrimoniale different sensiblement avec les ecoles. II 
est remarquable et significatif pour l’histoire de cette exigence 
comme pour sa nature que le malikisme refuse de tenir compte, 
contrairement a la position particulierement affirm^e chez les 
hanafites, de l’origine raciale et de la profession exercSe. Ce 
dernier point seul nous occupe ici. La tradition hanafite elle- 
meme reconnait qu’Abu Hanlfa le fondateur ne faisait pas 
entrer en ligne la profession ; e’est son grand disciple immediat 
Abu Yusuf (m. 182/798) qui parait avoir innove en la matiere ; 
les safi'ites, sinon as-Safi‘I lui-meme, Ahmad b. Hanbal et ses 
disciples ont suivi. Dans les discussions, telles que des juristes 


comme l’un des corps de metiers les plus prosp£res, Atger, Les Corporations iuni - 
siennes , Paris 1909, p. 88. 

(1) On comparcru utilernent aux Lois de Manou, Livre VIII, stances 365-366 : 
« Si une jeune fillc aime un homme d’une classe sup6rieure & la sienne, le roi ne doit 
pas lui faire payer la moindre amende ; rnais si ellc s’attache & un homme d’une 
naissance inferieure, ellc doit Ctre cnferm6e dans sa inaison sous bonne garde. 
Un homme de basse originc qui adresse ses veeux a une demoiselle de haute naissance 
m6rite une peine corporelle ». — Dans la kafd'a, il apparait bien que e’est au moins 
autant le clan de la femme que la femme elie-m§me que I’on vise & preserver d’unc 
mesalliance. 
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plus tardifs les presentent, entre les tenants des deux solutions, 
les malikites invoquent, pour ne preter attention ni a la race ni 
au metier, le Coran (XLIX, 13) : « Les plus g6n6reux d’entre 
vous aux yeux d’Allah sont les plus pieux. » Dans le meme sens, 
on nie l’authenticite du hadith qui exclut tisserand et ventou- 
seur de l’egalite entre les hommes, et Ton fait observer qu’un 
individu n’est pas necessairement attache sa vie durant a une 
profession determinee. Mais il importe davantage de relever 
qu’on prete a Abu Hanlfa d'une part, a Abu Yusuf et a Ahmad 
b. Hanbal pour la these contraire, une argumentation tiree de 
la reality sociale : on fait dire a Abu Hanlfa que, d’apres la 
coutume ( l ada) des Arabes les activity artisanales d6cri6es 
6taient assumees par leurs « clients » (mawall) sans constituer 
de veritables « professions » (hiraf), sans etre done pour eux a 
proprement parler des professions deshonorantes ; a quoi les 
deux autres auraient replique que la « coutume » ( l ada , *urf) 
repandue de leurs jours consacrait bel et bien le caractere pro- 
fessionnel et avilissant des metiers en cause (*). 

Quels metiers sont ici nommement designs comme inf6rieurs, 
entrainant en principe de ce fait pour ceux qui les pratiquent 
empechement d’epouser la fille d’un homme au metier plus 
releve ? Presque toujours, en premier lieu, ceux du tisserand et 
de ventouseur ; il s’y ajoute le plus souvent ceux de tanneur et 
de balayeur. La lis'te s’allonge dans les ouvrages detailles, 
surtout chez les hanafites posterieurs : barbier, gargon de bains, 
gardien, berger, palefrenicr, veterinaire, vidangeur y figurent. Les 
professions qui n’ont un caractere ni religieux ni administratif 
apparaissent de la sorte comme reparties en deux grandes cat6- 


(1) 1° ficole hanailtc : Marglnani, Jlidaya, t. 1, 146; SarahsI, Mabsul , t. V, 
p. 25; Kasani, Badd'V , t. II, p. 320; I. Nujaim, Bahr rd'iq, t. Ill, p. 143; Saihl 
Zadc, Majma‘ al-anhur , t. I, p. 312; Falawi Ilindiyya, t. I, p. 292 ; I. ‘Abidin, 
Radd al-muhlar, l. 11, pp. 496-198. — 2" Autres 6coles : Cadi 'Abdalwahhab 
(malikite), Israf, t. II, p. 96; SIrazi (§ati‘ite), Tanblh , p. 95 (= trad. Bousquet 
§195) ; du meme, Muhaddab , t. 11, p. 39; Nawawl (safi'ite), Minhdj al-ldlibin , 
6d. Van den Bergh, t. II, p. 333 ; I. Qudama (hanbalite), Muynl f 6d. en 9 vol., 
t. VI, p. 485. — 3° Commentaire de Qastallani sur Buharl, 6d. 1305 h., t. VIII, 
p. 19. — 4° Une bonne 6tude, centr6e sur le hanafisme, par Farhat J. Ziadeh, 
Equality (Kafa'a) in the Muslim Law of Marriage , dans American Journal of 
Comparative Law , vol. 6, an. 1957, pp. 503-517. 
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gories — les inferieures ou « basses » (danVa , hasTsa), les sup6- 
rieures ou « relevees » (rafVa , jallla) —; et c’est a l’interieur 
seulement de chacune d’elles que rintermariage est pleinement 
16gitime. Mais si les docteurs cnseigncnt tous quc marchands 
d’etofTes, marchands d’epices, orfevres, changeurs constituent 
(bien qu’au-dessous des ulemas, et malgre la suspicion reli- 
gieuse qui affecte les metiers de Tor et de l’argent) la categorie 
sup^rieure, ils ont du etre embarrasses pour situer, dans ce 
schema biparti un peu simpliste, les nombreux corps de metiers 
manuels dont le travail n'etait point deprecie par la Tradition 
islamique ou etait meme quelquefois par elle louange : bottiers, 
tailleurs, forgerons, dinandiers par exemple. Une certaine dis¬ 
cordance, voire confusion, regne entre les auteurs a ce sujet : 
les uns rejettent vers la categorie inferieure tel ou tel de ces 
artisans ; les autres, dont Tautorite semble avoir grandi, ad- 
mettent une classe intermediate dont les membres peuvent 
normalement s’allier entre eux par mariage, et ils y rangent 
expressement, a titre indicatif sans doute, le tailleur. Ainsi les 
juristes contribuaient-ils a conserver, a confirmer le sentiment 
d’une hi6rarchie sociale assez tranchee, dans la mesure du moins 
ou ils Testimaient deja bien etablie. La, cn efiet, ou une evolu¬ 
tion indubitable etait venue modifier les donnees ancestrales, ils 
etaient disposes en general a assouplir un compartimentage 
trop strict. Ils en sont venus a declarer que le tisserand, a 
Alexandrie, jouissait de leur temps d’une consideration sufli- 
sante pour etre juge « assorti » (kif’) a la fille du marchand 
d’epices ; et d’aucuns meme ont accepte que le maitre (uslad) 
tailleur ou bottier, patron d’ouvriers ou revendeur, mais ne 
travaillant pas de ses propres mains, put s’unir a la fille d’un 
marchand d’etoffes ou d’epices legitimement. 

Plus grave encore par ses consequences pratiques risque d'etre 
la disqualification comme temoins dont certains juristes ont 
frappe ceux qui s’adonnent a des metiers « vils ». L'« honora- 
bilite » ( l addla) des personnes dont le droit musulman fait une 
condition pour la validite du temoignage comprend des elements 
divers sur lcsqucls les docteurs ne sont pas entierement d’accord : 
le comportemcnt religicux y jouc un role essentiel, et e’est a lui 
quc ressortissent les cas d’exelusion englobant nombre de pro- 
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fessions immorales ou islamiquement suspectes, fussent-elles 
socialement respectees ; mais, la chose est ici tres nette, les 
metiers « vils » n’entrent pas au meme titre sous cette rubrique : 
lorsqu’ils sont declares contraires a la l adala, c’est que, dans une 
conception pregnante de celle-ci, on estime qu’ils portent atteinte 
par leur discredit social a la « dignite » (muru'a) requise chez 
tout temoin ( x ). 

A en juger par les textes auxquels nous avons recours, le 
probleme ne semble pas avoir sollicite l’attention des premiers 
grands juristes ni de leurs proches successeurs. II est a noter 
6galement que la position prise au cours des temps par chacune 
des 6coles dans ce domaine n’est pas liee a la solution qu’elle 
pr6conise pour le mariage. Les hanafites, longtemps indiflferents 
a la question, tiennent habituellement pour recevable le temoi- 
gnage de ces artisans dedaignes — ils citent a cette occasion 
6goutier, eboueur, tisserand, ventouseur — s’ils ont les autres 
qualites voulues. Ce sont en revanche cette fois les malikites 
qui se sont montres plus rigoureux, en depit des reserves qu’ils 
formulent et qui edulcorent passablement leur verdict : tanneur, 
tisserand, ventouseur ne sont pas, d’apres eux, capables de 
temoigner, a moins qu’ils n’exercent leur metier par necessity ( 2 ) 
ou par predisposition familiale, ou que le lieu de leur residence 
ne soit une de ces places ou leur profession est devenue tres 
respectable, comme le tissage a Tunis. La safi‘isme s’avere 
divise, hesitant entre les deux tendances. Les hanbalites pa- 
raissent avoir souhaite de recourir a quelques distinguos : une 
de leurs autorites juridiques condamne le temoignage du vidan- 
geur, donne comme controverse celui du simple balayeur et du 
ventouseur, et accueille celui du gardien, du tisserand, du 
tanneur ! ( 3 ) 

(1) L. Massignon a dress6, dans La Nouvelle Clio, mai-oct. 1952, p. 174, & propos 
de la classe des tgmoins attitr^s, une longue liste de « metiers susceptibles d’entacher 
la puret6 des Croyants »; cette notion, pour un certain nombre d’exemples, demande 
^ fitre revis^e. 

(2) Santillana, dans sa traduction italienne du Muhlasar de Halil (malikite), 
t. II, Milan 1919, p. 617, n. 257, rappelle fort opportun6ment la Novelle XC , c. 1, 
pr., d’aprfes laquelle ne perd pas la consideration celui qui exerce un metier par 
n6cessite de vie. 

(3) I. Farhun (malikite), Tabsira, t. I, p. 179; Halil, et Commentaires sur son 
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Au terme de la presente analyse, tournons-nous un instant 
vers l’lslam sl'ite. La tradition si'ite, autant sans doute par habi- 
let6 politique que par souci doctrinal, s’est efforcee de rehausser 
l’activite artisanale dans l’esprit des fideles, a lui manager 
dans la society un rang honorable, s’agissant meme de tres 
humbles metiers ( 1 ). Au iv e /x e siecle, l’Encyclop6die isma‘ilienne 
des Ihwan as-Safa met l’accent sur la «noblesse » (saraf) de 
nombre de metiers manuels ; elle l’attribue soit au besoin pri¬ 
mordial qu’en ont les hommes (c’est le cas du tissage notamment), 
soit a la matiere employee (metaux precieux, parfums), soit a 
l’objet fabrique (instruments d’astronomie), soit aux services 
rendus aux gens (pour ce qui est par exemple des balayeurs ou 
des tenancicrs de bains), soit a l’habilete dans l’art (prestidigi- 
tateurs, sculpteurs, musiciens) ( 2 ) : l’enumeration est 6Ioquente, 
elle bousculait certaines idees revues ! L’eminent cadi fatimide 
an-Nu‘man, a la meme epoque, rapporte une scene dans laquelle 
l’imam Ja'far as-Sadiq traite ostensiblement avec Sgards un 
ventouseur qui, sous 1’efTet de l’opinion publique, avait honte 
de sa propre profession ( 3 ). Le traits classique de droit imamien 
( = duodecimal) d’al-Hilll (m. 676/1277-8) precise que le 
mariage est parfaitement licite entre personnes de conditions 
sociales differentes, artisans et [filles de] riches proprietaires, 
et que ne peut etre recuse le temoignage du vrai croyant sous 
pr^texte qu’il professe un metier m^prisable (tisserand, ventou¬ 
seur), fut-ce le plus vil (vidangcur) ( 4 ). C’est pourquoi, dans un 
petit livre recent d’apologie imamienne public au Liban, il est 
bien souligne comme un merite de la secte que «contrairement 


Muhlasar par Hir£i, 6d. lith. Fes 1287 h., t. VI, p. 37, et par Dardir-Dasuqi, 
6d. Caire 1309 h., t. IV, p. 154 ; Zurqani sur le MuwaUa' de Malik, t. VII, p. 159. — 
Sirazi, Tanblli , p. 153 (= trad. Bousquet § 331); du m6me, Muhaddab, t. II, 
p. 325; Nawawi, Minhdj al-lalibln , t. Ill, p. 403. — I. Qudama, Mugnl , t. IX, 
pp. 167-170. — I. Nujaim, Bahr rd'iq, t. VII, pp. 100-101 ; Faldwl Hindiyya, t. Ill, 
p. 469 ; I. 'Abidin, Iiadd-al-muhlar , t. IV, p. 585-586. 

(1) I. I.Iazm, Fisal , t. IV, p. 186 (= trad. Asin, t. V, p. 67), se gausse d*une 
secte Si'ite qui aurait cru au don de proph6tie d’un tisserand. 

(2) lhwdn as-Safa , 6d. Caire 1928, t. I, pp. 219-221 ; Y. Marquet, dans Arabica, 
sept. 1961, pp. 232-234. 

(3) Cadi Nu'man, Da'a'im al-I$lam, 6d. Caire 1960, t. II, p. 79, § 239. 

(4) Hilli, Sara'i* al-Islam, trad. Querry, t. I, p. 685, art. 329, et t. II, p. 456, 
art. 29. 
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a certaines ecoles islamiques » celle-ci ne tient compte que de la 
personne et non point de la profession : tisserand et teinturier 
sont assortis pour le mariagc a la fille de Temir ou du roi, et le 
t6moignage est accepte de n’importe quel homme de metier 
s’il s’avere digne de foi (*). 

II est evident que chez les sunnites eux-memes un pareil 
probleme est, dans notre monde en revolution d’aujourd’hui, 
en depit de quelques survivances tenaces, en voie de se trouver 
depasse. II n’en est pas moins vrai qu’il a joue son role dans la 
legislation comme dans la pensee de l’lslam, commande Tatti- 
tude mentale et dans une certaine mesure le comportement de 
nombre de fideles, jusqu’au coeur de Tere presente. Et son 
etude, meme imparfaite comme celle qui precede, offre Tinteret, 
me semble-t-il, de mettre l’accent sur un aspect du stade 6vo- 
lutif que represente la doctrine musulmane classique, faisant 
suite a un preislain attarde mais non « primitif», avec ce qu'il 
lui fallait assimiler de residus ou subir comme entraves dans 
son effort pour surmonter les contradictions internes que 
suscitait dans les esprits et dans la vie sociale son message 
fondamental. 

Robert Brunschvig 
(Paris) 


(1) M. Jawad Mugniyya, Ahl al-Bail, Beyrouth 1956, p. 125. 



SOME COMMON CHARACTERISTICS 
OF PERSIAN POETRY AND ART* 


Much has been written about the distinctive qualities of 
Persian art. One reads about its essentially romantic outlook, 
its sensuous approach, its taste for the precious, its glorification 
of colour, its thrilling lyricism of line, and its marked decorative 
tendency ( 1 ). Yet little attempt has been made to take poetry, 
the monumental art of Persia, into consideration, and explore 
fully the features it shares with the visual arts of the country. 

Poetry is the most significant artistic achievement of Persia, 
and, as an art with wide scope, sustained energy and universal 
appeal, provides the broadest stage for artistic and intellectual 
expression. Therefore, it claims our foremost attention in 
deciding the common traits of Persian art in general. 

Not only similarities, but also divergences in motivation, 
treatment and range are significant for such a comparison. 
They help to give an overall picture. In this paper, therefore, 

* A paper read to the IV. International Congress ot Iranian Art and 
Aicheology, May 1959. 

(1) See Ernst Kuhnel, Miniaturmalerei im istamischen Orient, Berlin, 1922, 
p. 9 fT.; Sir Thomas W. Arnold, Painting in Islam, Oxford, 1928, p. 133 IT.; Roger 
Fry, "Persian Art” in Persian Art, ed. by E. Denisson Ross, London, 1930, pp. 25-37; 
L. Binyon, "Painting”, ibid., p. 72; L. Binyon, J. V. S. Wilkinson and B. Gray, 
Persian Miniature Painting , London, 1933, pp. 4-15, S3, 92, 110, 153 ff.; A Survey 
of Persian Art , ed. by A. U. Pope, London and New York, 193S-39 : see the subject 
index compiled by Th. Bcsterman, 1958; ami particularly Vol. II, pp. 1258 fT., 
1930; Vol. Ill, pp. 1850 ff., 1911-20; R. P. Wilson, Islamic Art, New York, 1957, 
pp. 7-11; Arthur Lane, Early Islamic Pollcry, 4th ed., London, 1958, pp. 18, 30-31, 
40-42, 46-48; O. Grabar, "Introduction,” Catalogue of the exhibition of Persian 
Art before and after the Mongol Conquest, Ann Arbor, 1959; Ernst Kuhnel, Persische 
Miniaturmalerei , Berlin, 1959, pp. 17-18; Basil Gray, Persian Painting , Skira, 1961, 
pp. 15, 110-112. 
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I shall first try to suggest some parallel features of Persian 
poetry and painting, and then pass to some of their divergent 
and complementary aspects. 

Perhaps a few words in definition of terms will not be amiss. 

By the Classical poetry of Persia, I mean the poetry produced 
between the tenth and fifteenth centuries, that is, roughly from 
Rudaki to Jami. It has two main phases as far as the ode or 
Qasida is concerned: the Early Classical, characterized by lively 
and vigorous diction, freshness of thought, and cultivation of 
the senses; and the Late Classical, which is marked by its more 
florid, stilted and conventional style. 

Lyric poetry, however, followed a somewhat different course. 
Within the classical period, it moved from a vivacious and 
buoyant spirit to a more contemplative and ponderous mood, 
with a more refined diction and a more gracious air, very often 
in a mystical vein. Hafez marks the climax of this development. 
With his consummate perfection of form and thought, Persian 
poetry is already perilously near the stage of over-refinement 
and decay. The post-Hafez lyric poetry lacks that fresh inventi¬ 
veness and clarity which marks much of good Persian poetry. 
It is bound not only by a system of stringent forms, but also 
by conventionalized patterns of thought, imagery and metaphor. 
Conceptually it is often limited to themes determined by its 
formal patterns. Frequently, it is a mere mosaic of worn out 
cliches, set to a languid rhythm. 

Now, perhaps, I could pass to an aspect of Persian poetry, 
common to almost all periods, which finds eloquent echoes 
in Persian painting, in fact in all Persian design. That is its 
abstract quality. The Persian poet is concerned more with 
subjective interpretation of reality than with its external manifes¬ 
tation. Consequently, he treats real objects not so much as 
entities in themselves, but as abstractions of themselves. Por¬ 
traiture is as far removed from his art as it is from that of the 
Persian artist. The Persian poet is not interested in individual 
traits. He deals with “types” rather than individuals. In the 
vast body of Persian lyrics, it is well-nigh impossible to tell one 
poet’s beloved from the other’s, or the youth who served wine 
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and played music to Rudaki from the one who inspired Farrokhi 
or Mas'ud. Similarly, we get no truly individual portraits of the 
rulers, nobles and dignitaries who received the lavish eulogies 
and long panegyrics of the court poets. “The false preacher”, 
“the libertine judge”, “the sagacious wine merchant”, “the 
carefree drinker”, to mention a few of the stock characters of 
Hafez and his followers, are presented to us not as specific 
living individuals, but as abstract types. 

By a reverse process, in the late classical poetry and after, 
abstract ideas, such as Beauty, Love, Wisdom, Fate, Life and 
Death, are personified in the image of living types. 

This repertory of abstract types or stylized ideas and images 
provides the conventional themes, upon which the poet composes 
his own variations. It is his ingenuity and resourcefulness in 
shaping new patterns out of well-known components, his ability 
to infuse his variations with rich feelings and noble sentiments 
that constitute his success as a poet ( 1 ). 

Turning to the visual arts in Persia, we find that our observ¬ 
ations about poetry apply almost equally well to the work of 
the artist. In painting, too, we are generally introduced to a 
picture of the world on an abstract plane. External realities 
do not interest the artist as separate and individual entities, 
but rather it is their typical abstractions which he uses as his 
themes and motifs. 

He achieves his sweeping abstraction of the world first by a 
total suppression of shadow and light, and elimination of pers¬ 
pective. By this simple device we are at once introduced to 
a world which is one stage removed from reality as it appears to 
the eye, a world not bound by any specific notion of time or 
place. It is not tied by the transitory and ephemeral quality 
of a real object, but enjoys the ethereal permanence of the type. 


(1) These remarks are somewhat less applicable to earlier Persian poets, whose 
works show greater interest in the individual and the specific, as do the works 
of pre-Timurid artists. But I have been guided by the general patterns and the 
development trends in Persian art rather than by short-lived tendencies, inessential 
styles or rare individuals. 
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By ridding himself of the requirements of realism, the artist 
gains considerable freedom to concentrate on what is significant 
to his art as he understands it. 

This flight from naturalism, which imparts that quality of 
airiness, serenity and lightness to Persian painting, is carried 
still one stage further by an abstraction of types similar to that 
which we notice in poetry. Not only does the artist tend to 
confine himself to stock character-motifs, such as the Prince, 
the Lover, the Sweetheart, the Wine Server, the Music Player or 
the Sage, but in his design, whole scenes such as those of the 
Hunt, Battle, Garden, Banquet and the Court assume the 
quality of conventionalized concepts and images. These the 
artist uses as the basis for his variations, much as the Persian 
poet confines himself to a number of typical situations, images, 
metaphors and allegories for the expression of his poetical 
sensibilities. Themes such as complaint against a rival (often 
an imaginary one), mortgaging one’s clothes to obtain wine, or 
drinking to the first flowers of the spring arc as symbolic and 
conventional in Persian poetic expression as a garden scene or 
a banquet scene is in Persian painting. 

The artist employs even more specific scenes, related to the 
characters in Persian literature, as conventions for expressing 
his own brand of art. Thus, just as the Nativity, the Pieta, or 
the Adoration of the Magi were recurrent themes in Renaissance 
art, so in Persia we find a number of typical scenes, such as: 
the hero Zal being raised in the Simurgh’s nest; Rostam, the 
Persian Hercules, inadvertently killing his own son, Sohrab; 
Khosrow getting a glimpse of his future queen, Shirin, bathing; 
the lover Farhad sculpturing the rock of Bistun; the whale 
swallowing Jonas; or Alexander entering the Realm of Darkness 
in search of the Fountain of Life, employed by the artist. 

Facial expression, exalted in Western post-rcnaissancc paint¬ 
ing, is as conspicuously absent from Persian painting as por¬ 
traiture is from Persian poetry. It is true that early Persian 
painting exhibits a freshness of conception and an almost 
“primitive’s” interest in the more specific, which are not notice¬ 
able to the same degree in the more conventional works of the 
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fifteenth, sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. It is also true 
that the indication of emotional values and individual traits 
are not entirely absent from Persian painting, as it is manifest 
from the paintings of the Demotte Shah-nama. Yet the general 
character and trend of Persian painting lead us to the above 
conclusions. 

This constant striving to portray the type, this tendency 
to stylize and generalize individual forms, this conspicuous 
reluctance to give credit to the temporal or impart life to the 
specific, all may be interpreted, not with Massignon (*) and 
Ettinghausen ( 1 2 ) as a reflection of a negative belief in the 
impermanence of all things but God ( 3 ), but rather a positive 
leaning to discover, define and record the lasting, the imper¬ 
ishable and the “typical” and to portray the abiding features 
and the formal essence of things. To immobilize and perpetuate 
the form, the artist disregards the transitory, passing and 
ephemeral aspect of the living object. 

Paradoxically, while shunning the palpable and the individual, 
the poet, like the artist, infuses an extraordinary vitality in his 
work by his exultation in the sensuous aspects of the physical 
world. One need only consider the vivid and brilliant deline¬ 
ation of the spring, autumn and winter in early classical poetry, 
or the ubiquitous sparkling wine in all its splendor of shade, 
fragrance or taste, or again, the gorgeous garden scenes, to 
realise that the exuberance and splendor of the world communic¬ 
ated to us by Persian painting or in Persian carpets is even 
more fully present in the poetry. 

Indeed, while the artist is hampered by the absence of atmo¬ 
spheric effects or gradation of tones in Persian painting, and so 
fails to record his sensation of transforming shades, poetry, 
which suffers no such limitations, complements the picture of 


(1) Louis Massignon, « Les m6thodes de la realisation artistiques des peuples 
de 1’Islam », Syria, 2, (1921) pp. 47-53, 149-160. 

(2) Richard Ettinghausen, "The Character of Islamic Art”, in The Arab Heritage , 
ed. by N. A. Faris, Princeton University Press, New Jersey, 1946, pp. 251-267. 

(3) For an evaluation of this theory see Mehmet Aga-Oglu, "Remarks on the 
Character of Islamic Art”, The Art Bulletin Vol. XXXVI, 3 (September 1954). 
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the world which the artist depicts. The surprising sensitiveness 
of the early classical poets towards the changes in atmospheric 
colours is reminiscent of that of a Turner or a Monet, while the 
splendor of their garden scenes brings to mind the festive 
radiance of the works of a Renoir and a Bonnard. 

I have just alluded to the contrast occurring in Persian art 
where we find an abstract tendency set against a cultivation of 
the senses. There is yet another striking contrast which gives 
it a vitality all its own. I mean the contrast between form and 
content. 

Poetry, while classical in form, is passionately romantic in 
outlook and execution. In form, it is governed by a stringent 
system of rhyme and rhythm patterns and pre-ordained poetic 
moulds originally borrowed from the Arabs, and refined over 
the years. 

Within this frame, however, the poet enjoys an unparalleled 
freedom in execution and arrangement of the content. In a 
single sonnet, e.g., he is at liberty to talk of the cruel beauty of 
his beloved in the first line, satirize the bigoted ascetic in the 
second, vent his nostalgic longing for his sweetheart in the third, 
invoke a metaphor to express the transience of human life in 
the fourth, lament the success of his rivals in the fifth, and so 
on, bouncing constantly from one idea to another. 

Even in narrative poetry, the poet often shows a Gothic taste 
for less relevant details and rejoices in straying from the main 
theme to explore byways which fascinate him, much as an 
artist spares no care when depicting a tree, a flower, a wall or 
a mountain, not particularly relevant to the main theme of his 
work. 

This divergence of ideas and seeming lack of subordination and 
control reaches its climax in Persian lyrics, dubbed by some as 
‘pearls strung at random’. This has caused some less penetrating 
critics to diagnose a complete thematic disunity in Persian poetry, 
but as A. J. Arberry has observed ( 1 ), they have missed a more 
subtle unity, that of mood. Besides, delicate associations of 


(1) Immortal Bose, an Anthology of Persian Lyrics , London, 1948, pp. vi-vii. 
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ideas, images and verbal expressions, a subconscious bond which 
is felt but not readily explained, frequently make a smooth 
invisible bridge from one verse to another. Thus, the Persian 
lyric displays a firm external unity through its formal pattern; 
a unity which may be likened to that produced in a typical 
Persian carpet through its clearly defined border frame and its 
well constructed patterning. But at the same time a subtler 
and almost imperceptible harmony runs through the apparently 
unconnected contents. 

It is not hard to find the echo of this ‘unity despite diversity’ 
in the work of the Persian artist. We find him in turn absorbed 
in various motifs of his work, such as human figures, animal 
and floral elements, or architectural fragments in their own right, 
no matter how relevant or irrelevant they may be to the main 
theme of his work. One would expect a certain lack of unity; 
yet the artist achieves an amazing harmony, not of mood or 
associations here, but of design and colour scheme. Seemingly 
heterogeneous elements arc united through a careful design 
which manifests a clear artistic control. 

Having touched on the question of abstraction, sensuous 
tendencies, and harmony of the whole despite a pronounced 
diversity of the component parts, I should now like to say a 
few words about an aspect of Persian art which has rightly been 
emphasized: its decorative tendency. Does Persian poetry 
throw any light on this aspect of Persian art? 

Professor E. G. Browne in his Lilerary History of Persia ( x ) is 
at pains to explain that Persian poetry is not essentially florid. 
This is particularly true of early classical poets and of out¬ 
standing lyric poets, whose prevailing interest in communicating 
their thoughts and feelings make their ornamental devices 
incidental to their poetry. 

Yet one cannot fail to notice that Persian poetry, like Persian 
painting, architecture and calligraphy, has tended, in its deve¬ 
lopment, to allocate a rather prominent place to embellishment 
and decorative devices. 


(1) Vol. 2, Cambridge University Press, 1928 (4th printing) p. 17. 
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The effect of this growing ornamental tendency in poetry, 
however, has been somewhat different from its effect on painting 
and architecture. 

In architecture, as the artist proceeds, in the course of time, 
from plain brick ornamentations of the tenth and eleventh 
centuries to the somewhat crowded stucco decorations, predo¬ 
minantly of the Mongol period, and further to the refined and 
delicately designed glazed faience and tile mosaics of the Timurid 
and Safavid era, the functional aspect and architectural validity 
of the monuments are not generally impaired by their embellish¬ 
ments. In the religious architecture of the fifteenth and six¬ 
teenth centuries, which has created such arresting examples as 
Goharshad Mosque in Meshhed, and the Royal Mosque in 
Isfahan, the artist can indulge in most intricate decorative 
designs and most splendid feasts of glowing colours, without 
seriously affecting the fundamental clarity of architectural 
composition. The lofty minarets, the gracefully majestic 
domes, the hauntingly spacious sanctuaries and the rhythmic¬ 
ally arcaded courtyards, all preserve' their serene simplicity. 
This aesthetic feat is achieved by the simple technique of 
keeping the ornamental element chiefly two-dimensional, i.e. 
on the surface, so that no matter how elaborate the artist may 
be with his decorative designs, or how lavish with his embel¬ 
lishments, they remain largely a coating, and leave the archi¬ 
tectural elements free in their interplay with space. The force 
of decorative tendency in some of the fifteenth and sixteenth 
century buildings is such, however, that one might say they pro¬ 
vided a greater opportunity for the surface designer and artist 
than for the architect. In these monuments, while the archi¬ 
tectural design remains generally sobre, the passionate exuber¬ 
ance of the surface decoration provides a contrast that inevitably 
brings to mind the contrast between the form and content in 
Persian poetry. 

In painting, the pertinence of the decorative element to the 
medium of that art is apparent. In Persian painting, where 
the principle of “pleasing the eye” plays a dominant role, the 
elaboration of this element is only true to the natural bent of 
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Persian art. True, in the late sixteenth century, an excessive 
absorption in decorative designs begins to rob Persian painting 
of much of its earlier vigor and dramatic tension, but then 
this is done with so much refinement and taste that it calls 
for our appreciation of it, not as an incidental element, but in 
its own right, much as we enjoy the design of a Persian carpet 
from a decorative standpoint. 

The nature, function, and medium of poetry, however, are 
far less readily reconciled to a preponderance of ornamental 
elements. Beyond a certain limit, they detract from the 
content, stifle the mood and encumber the diction—a result 
which is far from rare in the immense corpus of Persian poetry 
and prose literature. 

At its best, Persian poetry preserves a controlled balance. 
Nowhere is this sense of proportion better exempified than in the 
lyrics of Sa'di and Hafez, where the delicacy of verbal and 
metaphorical embellishments is matched by the profundity of 
thought and richness of feeling. At its worst, it degenerates 
into a tournament of rhetorical devices, verbal arabesques, 
embellishing tricks, and far-fetched—if ingenious—jugglings 
with conventional metaphors and amphibologies. In this style, 
poetical expression is relegated to second place in the poet’s 
concern, while artistry of ornamentation occupies the fore¬ 
ground. 

The obscuring of the main function of an art through indul¬ 
gence in secondary aspects of it, finds a further example in the 
development of Persian calligraphy. In its latest stages, the 
artist is so much enthralled by his elaboration of curves, circles, 
and flowing lines, that communication of the written word 
becomes almost an alien thought to him. It is a thrilling 
experience to look at late cursive Persian calligraphy, with its 
extraordinary grace and its intricate artistry, but to try to read 
it is quite a diiTercnt matter. One might just as well try to 
solve a recondite riddle. 

By surveying the areas of similarity in Persian poetry and 
painting, it has perhaps become clear that the poetic and visual 
arts of Persia have followed almost the same course in their 
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development. This course may be summarized as proceeding 
from the more vigorous, dramatic, and austere to the more 
graceful, lyrical, and embellished, with an ever present leaning 
towards the beauty and perfection of form. 

To complete the picture I have been attempting to draw, I 
must now turn to some of the more important distinctions 
between Persian poetry and painting. 

Poetry stands out among other Persian arts first by its vast 
range. It is not only the fullest expression of artistic and 
esthetic explorations of the people, but also the compendium of 
their deepest thoughts and religious sentiments. By engaging 
the most comprehensive artistic and intellectual interests of the 
people, poetry constitutes the broadest stage for the mani¬ 
festation of a Persian Weltanschauung. All other arts in Persia 
appear limited in scope compared to poetry. 

In Persian painting, we are introduced to a partial picture of 
reality. Inevitably, the picture is limited in several respects. 

First, Persian painting does not much concern itself with an 
intellectual perception of life, and we miss in it that deep mean¬ 
ing and purport which arises from such perception. 

Absent from it are also those spiritual elements which have 
inspired many a Buddhist and Christian artist, and have made 
their work a symbolic expression of profound spiritual emotions 
and deep religious sentiments. 

Further, the Persian artist hardly ever succeeds in conveying 
a sense of tragedy. This would require a deeper manifestation 
of the contradictory forces in Man's life and a greater sense of 
values than the artist allows himself to introduce in his art. 

Not only is the vision of Man, as depicted in Persian painting, 
selective, but neither is the vision of space and universe inclus¬ 
ive. The Persian artist is satisfied to render, not as the Chinese 
artist does, an unlimited vision of space, where Man is a mere 
ephemeral episode, but a limited, enclosed space which is the 
theatre for the events he depicts. 

Within this selective frame, the Persian artist chooses, as his 
main business, to express a sense of glory and splendor of the 
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world. By making the most exuberant use of his brilliant 
palette, he evokes for the enjoyment of our senses what is charm¬ 
ing, delightful and glorious. With him we are in company of 
a fine gourmet of color and line, who disregards the sordid 
aspects of life. This is in sharp contradistinction to the clearly 
nostalgic and melancholy tunes of Persian music, where an acute 
sense of suffering and tragedy is only mellowed by the serener 
mood of a contemplative mind. 

Of the limitations just described, none exists in Persian 
poetry! Here Man is depicted with all his joys and sorrows, 
his loves and hates, his wisdom and folly, living, as he does, a 
transitory life in a universe whose infinity, and puzzling and 
mysterious nature does not escape the mind of the poet. In 
the course of time, Persian poetry, through attracting elements 
of mysticism, gains even more in depth of thought, width of 
vision, and nobility of sentiment. Its meditative mood, its 
philosophical outlook, and its mystical vein have made Persian 
poetry not merely an expression of artistic sensibilities, but a 
sanctuary where many a thoughtful and searching mind may 
seek satisfaction and receive inspiration. 

Although Persian music and architecture, too, may claim, 
with justice, an inspiring and transcending quality, it is poetry, 
however, that stands out among Persian arts for its continuous 
flow through the centuries, its richness of content and its 
comprehensive worldview. 

By virtue of these qualities, and its meaningful medium, i.e. 
the word, poetry is perhaps our most revealing means of discern¬ 
ing the distinctive features common to all Persian art. 

E. Yarshater 
(New York) 



EIGHTEENTH CENTURY 
OTTOMAN REALITIES 


Only a few historians have come to have their names asso¬ 
ciated with a particular historical analysis or thesis. These 
practitioners of the historian’s craft dominate areas of historical 
investigation, and their works shape the categories in which the 
relevant questions are discussed. Pirenne and Turner are 
names familiar to the laymen and the professional historian 
alike. In the field of Ottoman history Albert H. Lybyer’s 
definition of the Ruling and Moslem Institutions, embodied in 
his study of the sixteenth century Ottoman Empire published 
in 1913, is an instance of this kind of domination of a field by 
a thesis. But, there is one significant difference. Unlike the 
Pirenne or Turner theses, the Lybyer thesis did not become the 
focus of learned academic debate ( 1 2 ). Lybyer was not attacked 
by any Hackers or Shannons, and no scholars took to the 
journals in support of him. Lybyer was neither criticized, 
nor defended; he was simply repeated. Toynbee (*), among 
others, has viewed Ottoman society through Lybyer’s eyes, 
and more recently, the Lybyer thesis has been given new import¬ 
ance through its appearance in a major work on the Near East, 


(1) On the controversy engendered by the Turner thesis see the bibliographical 
note in Ray Allen Billington, Westward Expansion: A History of the American 
Frontier (New York, 11M‘J), pp. 760-762. On the Pirenne thesis see Anne Riising, 
«The Fate of Ilenri Pirenne's Theses on the Consequences of the Islamic Expansion » 
Classica et Mediaeualia, XIII (1952), 87-130. 

(2) Arnold ,J. Toynbee, A Study of History, 12 vols. (London, 1948-61). See 
especially IX, 37-39. 
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Islamic Society and the West , by H. A. R. Gibb and H. Bowen. 
In that book the thesis forms an integral part of the framework 
for the analysis of Ottoman institutions on the eve of western¬ 
ization (ca. 1750). It is the purpose of this paper to examine 
the Lybyer thesis and the use made of it by Gibb and Bowen, 
to suggest some weaknesses of the thesis, and to attempt to 
penetrate behind the elaborate facade in order to arrive at 
salient eighteenth century Ottoman realities. 

In 1913 the Harvard University Press published, as the 
eighteenth volume in its Harvard Historical Studies series, 
Albert Howe Lybyer’s, The Government of the Ottoman Empire 
in the Time of Suleiman the Magnificent. From the pen of one 
of America’s new historians ( 1 ), this was a plea for consideration 
of the Ottoman Turk as being as much a part of Europe as he 
was of Asia. But it was also much more than that. Six decades 
after Tsar Nicholas had engaged the British Ambassador to 
St. Petersburg in conversation hoping to arrange a decent 
funeral for the ‘sick man’ of Europe, the Ottomans were 
showing renewed life; Lybyer felt that the time ‘‘was not in¬ 
auspicious for an examination of the structure of their organiz¬ 
ation in the period of its greatest power and prestige” ( 2 ). Here 
then was a full scale study of Ottoman institutions bent on 
illuminating “the secrets of Ottoman greatness and success” ( 3 ). 


(1) Lybyer was born in Putnamville, Indiana in 1876. He took his A. B. and 
M. A. degrees from Princelon University in 1896 and 1899. In 1900 he graduated 
from the Princeton Theoiogical Seminary, a separate institution. He was ordained 
in the Presbyterian ministry in 1900 and spent the next seven years in Istanbul 
as a professor of Mathematics at Robert College. (The subject matters foreigners 
could teach at Robert College were limited by the government.) Lybyer spent 
the years 1907-1909 at Harvard as an assistant in History. He took his Ph. D. 
there in 1909 and moved on to an associate professorship in medieval and modern 
History at Oberlin. He was promoted to professor in 1911. In 1913 Lybyer 
moved to the University of Illinois where he finished his distinguished academic 
career being named Professor Emeritus in 1944. Professor Lybyer served on a 
number of committees and commissions concerned with treaty making after 
World War I. Notably, he was advisor to the American Commission on Mandates, 
Turkey (1919). He died on March 28, 1949. 

(2) Albert K. Lybyer, The Government of the Ottoman Empire in the Time of 
Suleiman the Magnificent (Cambridge, Mass., 1913), preface. 

(3) Ibid. 
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Lybyer found the greatness of the Ottoman state in what 
he considered to be its two unifying institutions. The terms 
generally available to historians did not suffice for a description 
of them—Church and State were hopelessly inadequate, Mosque 
and State perhaps a bit too frivolous. Lybyer was compelled, 
therefore, to coin his own terms, and the rubrics ‘the Ruling 
Institution’ and ‘the Moslem Institution’ were entered into 
circulation. 

The Ruling Institution was defined as : 

The sultan and his family, the officers of his household, 
the executive officers of the government, the standing 
army composed of cavalry and infantry, and a large body of 
young men who were being educated for service in the stand¬ 
ing army, the court, and the government. These men wielded 
the sword, the pen, and the scepter. They conducted the 
whole of the government except the mere rendering of justice 
in matters that were controlled by the Sacred Law... The 
most vital and characteristic features of this institution 
were, first, that its personnel consisted, with few excep¬ 
tions, of men born of Christian parents, or the sons of such ; 
and, second, that almost every member of the Institution 
came into it as the sultan’s slave, and remained the sultan’s 
slave throughout life no matter to what height of wealth, 
power and greatness he might attain l 1 2 ). 

With similar broad strokes, the Moslem Institution was 
depicted as comprising : 

the educators, priests, juriconsults, and judges of the 
empire, and all who were in training for such duties, be¬ 
sides certain allied groups, such as dervishes or monks, and 
emirs or descendants of the Prophet Mohammed. These men em¬ 
bodied and maintained the whole substance and structure of 
Mohammedan learning, religion, and law in the empire... In 
direct contrast to the Ruling Institution, the personnel of 
the Moslem Institution consisted, with hardly an exception, 
of men born of Moslem parents, and born and brought up free (*). 

Lybyer’s book was well received both at home and in England. 
When reviewed in 1915 in an England at war with the Ottoman 
Empire, the work was considered especially timely. D. G. Ho- 

(1) Ibid., p. 36. 

(2) Ibid., pp. 36-37. 
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garth (*), the archaeologist, scholar-author, Oxford don, and 
part-time politician, wrote in the English Historical Review , 
that : 

by analysing the Ottoman polity into two main categories, 
which the author calls The Ruling Institution* and The 
Moslem Institution’, he has made clearer, than has any one 
to our knowledge, the essential nature of the original Otto¬ 
man State in Europe and Asia, and the causes of both its 
early strength and its subsequent decline. No one who wishes 
to understand Turkey can afford to neglect this exposition (*). 

The notice in the American Historical Review had been no 
less enthusiastic. Hester Donaldson Jenkins, herself the 
author of a biography of Ibrahim Pa§a, Sultan Suleyman's 
renowned Grand Vezir, welcomed the work: 

The body of the treatise is an exposition in detail of the 
two composite institutions which unified and governed the 
Ottoman Empire. To these, Professor Lybyer gives the names 

’ “the Ottoman Ruling Institution”, and “the Moslem Institu¬ 
tion of the Ottoman Empire.” The grasp of the individual 
unity, the parallelism, and the contrast of the two insti¬ 
tutions is the author’s great original contribution, and 
here he is clear, convincing, and well documented, as well 
as illuminating. No future historian of Turkey can fail 
to take into account this analysis nor these terms ( 1 2 3 ). 

Future historians did not disappoint Lybyer’s reviewer. His 
analysis and his terms were not only taken into account, they 
were completely taken over. The ready acceptance afforded 
them was evident as early as 1922 with the publication of 
Ferdinand Schevill’s important book on the history of the 
Balkans ( 4 ). 

The fact that the Lybyer thesis quickly became a truth to be 
repeated instead of a springboard to further research is regret¬ 
table, but it is perfectly understandable. Two main factors lay 


(1) On D. G. Hogarth see Elie Kedourie, England and the Middle East (London, 
1956), especially chapter 4. 

(2) EH Ft, XXX (1915), 160. 

(3) AHR, XIX (1913), 141. 

(4) Fernidand Schevill, The History of the Balkan Penninsula (New York, 1922), 
p. 236. 
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behind this. On the one hand there was comparatively little 
interest in Ottoman history, and on the other, historians who 
might have been attracted to this field shied away from it 
because they did not possess the language tools required for 
the type of research necessary once Lybyer had sifted through 
most of the material ‘available* to westerners. 

More culpable perhaps was the prevalent attitude that know¬ 
ledge of Near Eastern languages was unnecessary—anything 
worth knowing could be found in European sources. This 
frame of mind is clearly visible in Hester Jenkins* concluding 
remarks in her review of Lybyer: 

Professor Lybyer, like practically all of the Occidental 
historians of Turkey except von Hammer, is unable to read 
the Turkish sources. These are of less value than the 
sources of most national history, for the Turkish writers 
have had little notion of what was worth recording and 
have shown a curious sense of perspective. The historians 
of Suleiman’s time were chroniclers, the Commines and 
Froissarts of their day, though with much less of petty 
and personal detail. They are notable for their omission 
of accounts of institutions, and of descriptions... Their 
flowery style oftens embeds a grain of wheat in a bushel 
of chaff, and this grain of wheat has generally been care¬ 
fully gathered by von Hammer and given to us. A few Tur¬ 
kish works have been translated, such as the Kanun-namehs, 
and probably in these is found all the Turkish material 
needed for this treatise, in addition to such secondary 
works as von Hammer’s, D’Ohsson’s, and the immensely useful 
European records ( l ). 

Despite the fact that Hester Jenkins based her own study of 
Ibrahim Pa§a solely upon ‘the European records*, this is not a 
mere matter of ex posl faclo rationalization. Reliance upon, 
and commendation of, the European records was and remains 
a prominent feature of what passes for historical scholarship 
on the Near East. Kipling penetrated to what is perhaps at 
the root of this kind of attitude when he wrote: 

You’ll never plumb the Oriental mind 

And even if you do, it won’t be worth the toil. 


(1) AHR, XIX (1913), 429. 
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World War II, of course, changed all that. The oriental 
mind was going to have to be plumbed. This quickening of 
interest in non-western studies was especially apparent in 
America. As a product of this increased intellectual activity, 
courses devoted entirely to the study of the modern Near East 
have been insinuating themselves into the curriculums of some 
of America’s more enlightened colleges and universities. This 
new interest almost foundered on the rock of inadequate teach¬ 
ing materials, but histories were hastily put together. It is 
primarily in these history text-books, three of which were 
published in 1958-59 that we find the Lybyer thesis installed 
as an historical truth ( 1 ). 

Almost half a century after its original appearance, then, 
the Lybyer thesis still held the field, but it no longer did so 
unaided. What must have given heart to the text-book authors 
was the publication in 1950 by two British orientalists of an 
analysis of the Ottoman Empire and its institutions on the eve 
of westernization (ca. 1750) in which the Lybyer thesis was 
accepted. This acceptance by orientalists undoubtedly earned 
new respectability for the thesis. 

H. A. R. Gibb and H. Bowen are the two orientalists respons¬ 
ible for enhancing the stature of the Lybyer thesis. In 1950 
they began publication of a projected multi-volumed series, 
entitled Islamic Society and Ihe West, devoted to the task of 
surveying the effects of the Western impact upon the Ottoman 
Empire and its former Arab provinces. To date only the first 
volume, in two parts, has appeared, part one in 1950 and part 
two in 1957. Designed to set the stage for the rest of the study, 
this first volume is concerned with Islamic society in the eight¬ 
eenth century and deals mainly with Ottoman institutions. 
After a brief sketch of the position of the Sultan in the Ottoman 
polity, the authors turn to a consideration of the organization 
by which the Sultans of the House of Osman ruled. 


(1) See L. S. Stavrianos, The Balkans since 1953 (New York, 1958), William 
Yale, The Near East (Ann Arbor, 1956), and Sydney N. Fisher, The Middle East t 
a History (New York, 1959), 
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That organization is the subject of Chapter III which is 
entitled, The Ruling Institution . What concerns us here of 
that lengthy chapter (160 pages) is Gibb and Bowen's handling 
of the Lybyer thesis. In the course of their discussion of the 
development of the Ottoman Empire as a slave state, the co¬ 
authors assert that in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries 
the Ottoman government assumed an extraordinary character 
through the introduction of the devfirme system and that : 

In the Sultans’ eyes this system had one immense advantage. 
The children so enrolled were wholly dependent upon them. 

They were drawn from the least dangerous class of their sub¬ 
jects, and were, in any case, almost entirely cut off from 
their former associations. Hence, the enrolment system- 
devfirme , as it was called-led to a further development. 

Whereas in its earlier days the administration of the grow¬ 
ing Empire had been conducted by free Moslems, now these 
were almost without exception replaced by the Sultans’ 
slaves on an ever larger scale, until nearly every post, in 
what has been described as the 'Ruling Institution 1 of the Empire 
Empire was filled either by a Christian conscript or by a 
slave otherwise acquired ( l ). 

Lybyer, although his discussion ranges beyond the period of 
Suleyman's sultanate (1520-1566), assigned no terminal date to 
the system he described. Gibb and Bowen, aware of the fact 
that the Lybyer thesis did not fit the eighteenth century 
situation, offer the following emendation to the original thesis : 

...to the Ottomans there seemed nothing outrageous in the 
system they erected wherein half the highest positions in 
the state were held by slaves. Nevertheless, its effect 
was to exclude from them all the Sultans 1 free Moslem sub¬ 
jects. The Sultans 1 slaves—the Kapi Kullari, 'Slaves of 
the Porte 1 , as they were called—nearly all adopted Islam, 
indeed, not because they were forced to do so, but because 
they could not otherwise obtain any influential position. 
Nevertheless, for the ambitious it was a positive advantage 
to be born an unbeliever. And in the long run this was more 
than free-born Moslems were prepared to put up with... 

The Moslems, to be sure, had another institution as their 
equally exclusive held—that of the 'Ulema, the students of 


(1) H. A. R. Gibb and II. Bowen, Islamic Society and the West (London, 1950), 
I, part 1, 43. 
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the §eri'a. But the Ottoman Empire was a Moslem state in 
which it was paradoxical that any institution would be re¬ 
served for the infidel born. How the Moslems contrived to 
rebel we shall describe later. Suffice it here to say that 
by the eighteenth century the whole system of a slave-manned 
Ruling Institution had been swept away. Free Moslems had 
captured nearly all the posts it formerly included—and with 
disastrous results... (*) 

As for the Ruling Institution itself, Gibb and Bowen define 
it as follows : 

What we have referred to as the 'Ruling Institution’ corresponds 
more or less to a category defined by some Moslem authors when 
considering the structure of their society. They contrast the 
military and civil employees of the ruler with the ' Ulema, call¬ 
ing the first 'Men of the Sword’ and the second 'Men of the Pen’. 
And in some ways the term 'Men of the Sword’ is a good name for 
the members of the Ruling Institution, since it brings out the 
essentially military character of the Ottoman government. But 
the term must be taken in the sense of 'Men supporting the Sword 
of Government’, so that it may include the whole personnel of 
the Sultan’s court and the central and provincial administration. 
Thus it must embrace all the secretaries and accountants of this 
personnel, wielders of pens though they were, because of the 
character of their offices. In this view, the real 'Men of the 
Pen’ were the professors of mosque colleges, those who adminis¬ 
tered and expounded the Sacred Law, ministers of religion, 
physicians, etc., whom we are to deal with in a later section... 

The Ruling Institution, apart from the Sultan himself, included 
the officers of his household, the executive officers of his 
government, the whole body of the army 'standing’ and feudal, 
and the navy. In the hey-day of Ottoman rule all posts in it, 
except most of those in the feudal army and the navy, were as a 
rule filled by the Kapi Kalian , either conscripted by Devsirme 
or acquired in some other manner (*). 

As can readily be seen from these excerpts, Gibb and Bowen 
accept Lybyer’s definition of the Ruling and Moslem Insti¬ 
tutions. The three writers see the Ruling Institution as compri¬ 
sing the military and administrative branches of the government 
as well as the Sultan’s household, and as being the special 
preserve of the Christian born and others of non-Muslim origin. 


(1) Ibid., pp. 43-44. 

(2) Ibid., p. 45. 
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Gibb and Bowen enter the caveat that by the eighteenth century 
the non-Muslim born had been replaced by free-born Muslims. 
They are also agreed on the makeup (free-born Muslims) and 
functions of the ‘Moslem Institution’. Given this unanimity 
of opinion on the part of men of such excellent credentials, it is 
not surprising that text-book writers showed no qualms about 
repeating the Lybyer or ‘Lybyer, Gibb and Bowen’ thesis, and 
indeed, why should they have shown any. The thesis, in 
addition to its pedigree, has the advantage of being simple, 
and clearcut, easily grasped, and—hopefully—easily remem¬ 
bered. Also, by crediting the success of the Ottomans to the 
presence of men of Christian origins in positions of importance, 
and the subsequent decline of the great empire to the replace¬ 
ment of those Christians by the Muslim born, the thesis has the 
additional merit of being comforting to the Christian West’s 
deep-seated sense of superiority ( x ). There is, however, one 
difficulty with the thesis. As that legendary student is said to 
have reported to Hegel in another context, the facts do not fit 
the theory. 

If we accept the Lybyer, Gibb and Bowen thesis, how can we 
explain away the fact that a good many of the eighteenth 
century Grand Vezirs, who should have been born Muslims, were 
nothing of the kind. Without exhausting the list, we need 
mention only Kavanoz Ahmet Pa§a who was Grand Vezir in 
1703 (*), Damat Hasan Pa§a (1703-1704) ( 1 2 3 ), Silahdar Kole Suley¬ 
man Pa§a (1712-1713) ( 4 ), Ismail Pa§a (1735) ( 5 ) §ahin Ali 


(1) This attitude of superiority is well entrenched in the literature on the 
'decline’ of the Ottoman Empire. While the origins of such an attitude predate 
Lybyer, his work has provided a good deal of the scholarly underpinning in discus¬ 
sions on the topic. Toynbee for example, clearly expresses his debt to Lybyer— 
see Toynbee, History , III, 35 sq., IX, 37-39. If, as this paper contends, Lybyer’s. 
main thesis is untenable, the question of ‘decline’ also needs to be reconsidered. 
On this topic see B. Lewis, "Some Reflections on the Decline of the Ottoman 
Empire”, Studia Islamica , IX, 111-127. 

(2) Ahmet Taip Osmanz&de, Hadikal el viizera (Istanbul, 1271 [1855]), Dilaver 
Omer Efendi Zeyli, p. 2. 

(3) Ibid., p. 3. 

(4) Ibid., p. 15. 

(5) Ibid., p. 51. 
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Pa§a (1785-1786) ( x ) and Koca Yusuf Pa§a (1786-1789) ( 1 2 ). 
Again, if we accept the thesis, how can we explain away the fact 
that many of the men who occupied the office of Bag Deflerdar 
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were men of Muslim, 
not Christian, origins. This includes even a number in Sultan 
Suleyman’s own time. Ramazanzade Mehmet Qelebi ( 3 ) and 
Egri Abdizade Mehmet Qelebi ( 4 ), both of whom served Sultan 
Suleyman as Bag Deflerdar , the former in 1536-1537 and the 
latter in 1557-1561, were born Muslims. In the same period 
we could also add the name of Bag Deflerdar Qivizade Abdi 
Qelebi (1548-1553) ( 5 ) who was the brother of the §eyh ul-Islam 
Qivizade Mehmet Efendi. Later occupants of the office of 
Bag Deflerdar who were also of Muslim origin would include 
among others, Kara Oveys Qelebi (1575-1578) ( 6 ), Haci Ibrahim 
Efendi (1582-1583) ( 7 ), and Ebubekir Efendi (1625) ( 8 ). As an 
example of an eighteenth century Bag Deflerdar who was nol 
born a Muslim we need cite only Damat Mehmet Efendi ( 9 ) who 
held that post a number of times, the last in 1717. How can 
we account for the same situation encountered when the origins 
of the holders of the office of Reis ul-kutldp are investigated? 
Muhyi Qelebi and Okgu-zade Mehmet Efendi ( 10 ) are late six¬ 
teenth century occupants of the office of Reis iil-kuttdp who 
were born Muslims. Suleyman Feyzi Efendi, who occupied 
that office in 1780-1781, was of non-Muslim origins ( 11 ). 

Turning to the 'Moslem Institution’, if we accept the thesis, 
how can we explain away the number of leading Ulema of the 
time of Sultan Suleyman who are listed in Ta§kopruzade as 


(1) Ibid., Ahmet C&vit Zeyli, p. 36. 

(2) Ibid., p. 37. 

(3) Ismail H. Daniijmend, Izahh Osmanh Tarihi Kronolojisi, II (Istanbul, 
1948), 444. 

(4) Ibid., II, 446. 

(5) Ibid., II, 445. 

(6) Ibid., Ill (1950), 566. 

(7) Ibid., Ill, 567. 

(8) Ibid., Ill, 578. 

(9) Ibid., IV (1955), 602. 

(10) Ahmet Resmi, Sefinel el riiesa (Istanbul, 1269 [1853-1854]), pp. 18-19. 

(11) Ibid., p. 120. 
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stemming from non-Muslim origins ( x ). We have now seen 
born-Muslims in the ranks of the ‘Ruling Institution’ prior to 
the eighteenth century, men of non-Muslim origins in that 
Institution even after the hypothesized “Moslem revolt”, and 
men of non-Muslim origins within the Institution supposedly 
open only to the Muslim born—how many exceptions does it 
take to disprove the rule? 

Obviously, there is something wrong here, and that something 
is the “Lybyer, Gibb and Bowen thesis”. As much as we would 
like life to be simple and uncomplicated it perversely persists in 
being just the other way round. Ottoman life was no exception. 
It strains the imagination to conceive of the Ottoman system 
of government as resting upon so simple a structure as is depicted 
for us under the rubrics ‘the Ruling Institution’ and ‘the Moslem 
Institution’. And indeed, L. V. Thomas, in his study of the 
career of the historian Naima, has shown that it was not quite 
that simple ( 1 2 ). Only the credulous will not feel ill at ease with 
the hypothesis of a Muslim revolt against a Christian monopoly 
of state offices. Moreover, Gibb and Bowen simply accept 
Lybyer’s thesis. In the process they present no new supporting 
evidence from either western or Ottoman materials. In the 
final analysis the Lybyer, Gibb and Bowen thesis rests upon 
testimony embodied in ambassadorial and consular reports, 
memoirs, and the vast, but qualitatively uneven, literature of 
travel in the Ottoman levant, literature which today would be 
characterized as being of the John Gunther ‘Inside Istanbul’ 
variety. At its best this testimony is weak evidence when 
attempting to account for internal institutional changes. The 
European observer of the Ottoman scene inevitably labored 
under two serious handicaps—bias, and lack of intimate know¬ 
ledge of Ottoman society. It was the rare European who tried 
to remove the blinkers of prejudice in order to better view the 
Ottoman world in which he worked, lived, or traveled. If, 


(1) Ahmet Ta§k6pruz4de, E§-§aq&'iq en-No'manijje, trans. O. Rescher (Istanbul, 
1927), pp. 282-328. 

(2) L. V. Thomas, "A Study of Naima,” unpublished Ph. D. dissertation, 
Brussels University, 1947. 
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in the sixteenth century, he stood in awe of the might and 
grandeur of the Ottoman Empire, he did so grudgingly and in 
spite of himself. Whatever admiration he may have felt for 
that military colossus was quickly over-ridden by fear and 
hatred. His lack of knowledge, on the other hand, was not 
solely, or even primarily, of his own making. The cards were 
stacked against him. Ottoman society, secure behind its iron 
curtain of Islam, was at least as much of a closed book to him as 
soviet society is to modern western observers, if not more so. 
Outside the realm of official business there was very little per¬ 
sonal contact or even communication between Europeans and 
Ottomans. Most of the insights Europeans gained about the 
nature of Ottoman institutions were, at best, second hand, and 
since they came through non-muslims living under Ottoman 
rule they were also somewhat distorted. The waning of Otto¬ 
man power did clear the air of the element of fear on the wester¬ 
ner’s part, but did not, thereby, necessarily make for greater 
comprehension of Ottoman institutions. What the sixteenth 
century European once had contemplated in awe, his ninteeenth 
century counterpart held in contempt, and with an equal lack 
of understanding. 

Given the nature of the evidence upon which it is based, it is 
not surprising that the Lybyer, Gibb and Bowen thesis is 
untenable. While it is beyond the scope of this paper to offer 
an alternative “thesis”, by making use of even very limited 
Ottoman materials, and by asking new questions of that 
material, we may be able to bring, as far as the eighteenth cen¬ 
tury is concerned, some significant Ottoman realities into 
sharper focus. 

As the first step in this process it is necessary to divest our¬ 
selves of the over-simplified notion of a ‘Ruling Institution’ and 
a ‘Moslem institution’. For the eighteenth century it would be 
closer to the truth to characterize the Ottoman system as resting 
on at least three pillars corresponding to the three main career 
lines or opportunities in the empire—the kalemiyye, seyfiyye, 
and ilmiyye, that is, the bureaucratic, military, and religious 
careers. The qualification, at least three, is important, for if 
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there was anything one might call a ruling institution back in 
the sixteenth century, i.e., the group which controlled the 
military organization, governorships of provinces, and the 
office of Grand Vezir, but whose products did not fill the ranks 
of the men concerned with the day to day paper work of the 
empire, it was the group of men who were the leading products 
of the dev§irme and Palace School system. These men might 
be considered as members of a fourth career, the Palace career. 
In the eighteenth century there still was a palace clique; pro¬ 
minent people still came out of the palace service—we need 
mention only the three time eighteenth century occupant of the 
office of Grand Vezir, Hekimoglu Ali Pa§a (*), but these men no 
longer had a monopoly on the Grand Vezirate, provincial 
governorships, or top level military posts, and religion was no 
longer the decisive factor in their selection. To fail to recognize 
the existence and influence of the Palace service in the eigh¬ 
teenth century would be a grave error, but the Palace service 
appears to have been in eclipse, and the exact relationship of 
the palace ‘career’ to the others will be left as an eighteenth 
century reality to be explored in another study. 

The delineation of three careers within the empire amounts to 
breaking down what has been called the Ruling Institution into 
two components, the military, and the bureaucracy, and identi¬ 
fying the ilmiyye, or religious career, with the functions which 
had been subsumed under the rubric of the Moslem Institution. 
Gibb and Bowen’s identification of chi ul-kalem (men of the pen) 
with the men of the ilmiyye (the Ulema) ( 1 2 ) is in error as a close 
reading of Mustafa Nuri Pa§a, their own late nineteenth century 
informant will reveal ( 3 ). The use of the term ‘men of the pen’ 
ought to be reserved for the men of the bureaucratic career, 
and there does not appear to be any justification for extending 
its eighteenth century meaning to cover the members of the 
religious career. Once attention is focused upon career lines 


(1) Osmanz&de, Hadikal, Dilaver Omer Efendi Zeyli, p. 42. 

(2) Gibb and Bowen, Islamic Society, I, part 1, 45. 

(3) Mustafa Nuri Pa?a, Nelayic el-vukual, II (Istanbul, 1327 [1009]), 00. 
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and not upon religious origins, eighteenth century realities are 
more readily observable. 

One such reality is the coming into being of a new kind of top 
level Ottoman administrator—the ‘Efendi-turned-Pa§a’. Prior 
to the eighteenth century (what is meant by the eighteenth 
century here is the period from after the defeat at Vienna to 1774) 
professional bureaucrats, men who had grown up in the kalemiyye 
career, and especially those from the central administration, 
i.e., that sector of the bureaucracy whose chief officer was the 
Reis iil-kiittap or Reis Efendi as he was also known, as over 
against the financial administration under the Bag Deflerdar, 
only infrequently went on to become governors of provinces, 
or Grand Vezirs. Beginning with an occasional figure in the 
late seventeenth century and then with greater frequency in the 
eighteenth, professional bureaucrats appear in the select circle 
of Pa§as. The following list of Reis Efendis who became Pa§as 
and served as governors of provinces is evidence of this develop¬ 
ment: Ebu Kavuk Yegen Mehmet Pa§a (1685-1687) ( x ), Rami 
Mehmet Pa?a (1694-1697, 1698, 1702) ( 1 2 ), Abdulkerim Pa§a 
(1703-1704, 1706-1711, 1712-1713) ( 3 ), Arifi Ahmet Pa ? a (1717- 
1718) ( 4 ), Mehmet Ragip Pa§a (1741-1744) ( 5 ), Sopa-salan 
Kamil Ahmet Pa§a (1755) ( 6 ), Ebubekir Rasim Pa§a (1757) ( 7 ), 
and Yeni§ehirli Osman Pa§a (1767-1769) ( 8 ). To this list should 
be added the names of the professional bureaucrats who served 
as Grand Vezir in the eighteenth century—along with the above 
mentioned Rami Mehmet and Mehmet Ragip Pa§as there was 
Naili Abdullah Pa§a (G. V. 1755) ( 9 ), Yirmisckiz Qelebizade 
Mehmet Sait Pa§a (1755-1756) ( 10 11 ), Hamze Hamit Pa§a (1763) ( X1 ), 


(1) Ahmet Resmi. Sefinel, p. 44. 

(2) Ibid., p. 48. 

(3) Ibid., p. 53. 

(4) Ibid., p. 59. 

(5) Ibid., p. 70. 

(6) Ibid., p. 91. 

(7) Ibid., p. 95. 

(8) Ibid., pp. 106-107. 

(9) Osmanz&de, Hadikat, Dilaver Omer Efendi Zeyli, p. 81. 

(10) Ibid., p. 84. 

(11) Ibid., Ahmet Cftvit Zeyli, p. 8. 
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and Yaghkgizade Haci Mehmet Pa§a (1768-1769) ( x ). Study of 
the career backgrounds of the corps of provincial governors 
would doubtlessly reveal the names of many more ‘Efendis- 
turned Pa§a\ Perhaps the development of such a group of men 
is but the reflection of an important struggle which appears to 
be going on—the struggle between the bureaucracy and the 
military. This, of course, is obscured if religious origins rather 
than career lines are stressed. In the light of the important 
role played by these ‘Efendis turned Pa§a’ in the reform move¬ 
ments of the nineteenth century, this group deserves more 
consideration than it has received to date. 

Another reality brought into sharper focus by concentrating 
attention upon career lines rather than religious origins concerns 
the inner workings of the kalemiyye and its two sectors, the 
financial administration under the Ba§ Deflerclar and the central 
administration under its chief officer, the Reis Efendi. In the 
normal course of things, a bureaucrat (kalip) appears to have 
started his career as an apprentice in a particular bureau (kalem) 
and then worked his way up to full-lledged scribe in that bureau. 
He then either more or less languished there, or managed, by 
getting a job outside his bureau and’or by establishing an inlisap 
(client-patron) relationship, to make good and advance his 
career. For a scribe on the way up the next important rung on 
the ladder of success was to become a bureau chief and enter the 
ranks of the hacegdn , that broad upper level of the bureau¬ 
cracy ( 1 2 ). Once in the ranks of the bureau-chiefs, bureaucrats 
appear to have been able to move with greater ease from bureau 
to bureau and, more importantly, from sector sector. Al¬ 
though the evidence is not nearly as complete as one would wish, 
it does appear that shifts from bureau to bureau and sector to 
sector occurred at the hacegdn level and generally not below it. 
This question of mobility is important, for although the bureau¬ 
crats had the same educational background and were in the 
same broad career, opportunities for advancement to the 


(1) Ibid., p. 18. 

(2) On the hacegdn see Thomas, Naima, pp. 37-39. 
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highest offices were greater in the central administration. That 
this was so is connected with the gradual increase, starting from 
the mid-sixteenth century, in the importance of the office of 
Reis iil-kulldpj and consequently, an increase in the importance 
of the whole sector of the bureaucracy under that officer. This 
process itself was closely tied to the emergence of the figure of 
the Grand Vezir from under the shadow that had been cast over 
him during the period of Ottoman history known as the Sulta¬ 
nate of the Women, and the close ties being forged between the 
office of Grand Vezir and the office of Reis iil-kullap. 

The really ambitious eighteenth century Ottoman bureaucrat 
who had his heart set on the greatest advancement possible, 
which would mean becoming the Reis Efendi and then perhaps 
a provincial governor, or better still, Grand Vezir, would do 
well as a starter to secure for himself a haceganship under the 
Reis Efendi . Of the twenty-six men who held the office of 
Reis ul-kiittap from 1697 to 1774, at least sixteen were from the 
central administration, that is to say that the haceganship from 
which they were promoted was in the central administration. 
Moreover, it appears that the best bureau to head up was the 
Sadaret Mektubi Kalemi , the Grand Vezir’s own secretariat. 
Ten of the sixteen men mentioned above were promoted to the 
office of Reis ul-kiitidp after serving as Mektupgu , the chief of 
the Sadaret Mektubi Kalemi. The twenty-six Reis Efendis and 
the post they held prior to their appointment are as follows ( 1 ): 


R&mi Mehmet Efendi 
Seyhzade Abdi Efendi 
AbdOlkerim Bey 
Ebubekir Efendi 
Suleyman Efendi 
Haci Mustafa Efendi 
Ramazanzade Abdulkadir Efendi 
Arifi Ahmet Efendi 
Ug Anbarli Mehmet Efendi 
Kastamonulu Ismail Efendi 
Tavukgu-basi Damadi Mustafa Efendi 
Mehmet Ragip Efendi 


Beylikgi 

Mektupgu 

Divan-i Humayun Kisedan 

Yenigeri Efendisi 

Mektupgu 

Mektupgu 

Mektupgu 

Tezkireci 

Ni§anci 

Mektupgu 

Beylikgi 

Mektupgu 


(1) Ahmet Resmi, Sefinel, under the individual entries. 
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Natl! Abdullah Efendi 
Haci Abdi Efendi 
Sopa-salan Kamil Ahmed Efendi 
Hamze Hamit Efendi 
Avni Ahmet Efendi 
Ebubekir Rasim Efendi 
Satirz&de Mehmet Emin Efendi 
Dilaver Agaz&de Omer Efendi 
Amedci Abdullah Abdi Efendi 
Rec&t Mehmet Emin Efendi 
Haci Mehmet Emin Efendi 
Hamm&mtz£de Omer Efendi 
Yensehirli Osman Efendi 
Abdurrezzak Bahir Efendi 


Beylikgi 

Tezkireci 

Cizye Muh&sebecisi 
Mektupgu 
Tezkireci 
Darbh&ne Emini 
Mektupgu 
Yenigeri Efendisi 
Amedci 
Tezkireci 
Mektupgu 
Yenigeri Efendisi 
Qavus Ba§i 
Mektupgu 


Two additional facts serve to illustrate further how important 
finding a place in central administration was for the ambitious. 
One is that in the period 1703 to 1774, six professional bureau¬ 
crats managed to rise to the Grand Vezirate, of those six, five 
had, at one time or another, served as Reis Efendi . These were 
Rami Mehmet Pa§a (Reis Efendi 1694-1697, 1698-1702, Grand 
Vezir, 1703) (*), Nail! Abdullah Pa§a (Reis Efendi , 1747-1753, 
Grand Vezir, 1755) ( 1 2 ), Mehmet Ragip Pa§a (Reis Efendi , 1741- 
1744, Grand Vezir, 1757-1763) ( 3 ), Hamze Hamit Pa§a (Reis Efen¬ 
di , 1755, Grand Vezir, 1763) ( 4 5 6 ), and Haci Mehmet Emin Pa§a 
(Reis Efendi 1764-1765, Grand Vezir, 1768-1769) (*). The 
exception was Yirmisekiz Qelebizade Mehmet Sait Pa§a (Grand 
Vezir, 1755-1756) (•). 

The second fact is that investigation of the possibilities open 
to those who remained in the financial administration without 
at some point moving over to the new locus of power—the 
central administration, where their talents could be observed 
at close range by the most important officers of the bureaucracy, 
reveals that the financial administration was fast becoming a 


(1) Osinanz&dc, Iladikal, Ahmet Taip OsmanzAdc Zeyli, p. 128. 

(2) Ibid., Dilaver Omer Efendi Zeyli, p. 81. 

(3) Ibid., Ahmet C&vit Zeyli, p. 4. 

(4) Ibid., p. 8. 

(5) Ibid., p. 18. 

(6) Ibid., Dilaver Omer Efendi Zeyli, p. 84. 
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dead end. In the eighteenth century the best these people in 
the financial administration had to look forward to was pro¬ 
motion to the office of Bag Defterdar, and ip the eighteenth cen¬ 
tury that was not a promotion to be coveted by the really ambi¬ 
tious. The office was then a mere shadow of itself. At the time of 
the conquest of Constantinople the Bag Defterdar was already an 
official of the utmost consequence and, after the Grand Vezir’s 
his voice probably carried the most weight in Ottoman councils. 
In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries sons of some of the most 
prominent Ottoman families, including the sons of occupants 
of the office of §eyh iil-Isldm, had graced the office of Bag 
Defterdar I 1 ). In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries the post 
was not infrequently conferred upon men whose previous service 
as governors of provinces had already brought them the horse¬ 
tails indicative of their status as Pagas ( 2 3 ). In those earlier 
centuries it appears that who one was and whom one knew 
often carried more weight than did experience in financial 
affairs when it came time to select a new Bag Defterdar. In 
that period, too, the Bag Deflerdars usually went on to serve as 
governors of provinces upon their retirement from the chief 
financial office. Also, the deference paid the Bag Defterdar 
upon ceremonial occasions in the fifteenth and sixteenth cen¬ 
turies squared with that official’s actual power and prestige (*). 

All this had changed by the eighteenth century. Early in 
the sixteen hundreds the post of Ba§ Defterdar had come to be 
conferred more and more upon men who had “grown up” in the 
financial administration. They were men experienced in 
financial matters. A by-product of the economic decline of the 
empire appears to have been the professionalization of the 
office of Bag Defterdar. In the fifth and sixth decades of the 
seventeenth century the financial organization of the empire 
experienced a most turbulent period marked by what can be 
characterized as the ‘capture’ of the office of Bag Defterdar by 


(1) Danismcnd, Kmnolojisi , I, 452-457 nos. 2, 10; II, 441-448 no. 20. 

(2) See the sections on Ua$ Dcflcrdarlar in Danismcnd, Kronolojisi, I, 452-457 ; 
II, 441-448; III, 506-597; IV, G01-GI5. 

(3) Ibid., I, 451-452. 
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the Janissaries ( x ). Order was somewhat restored under the 
Koprulu vezirs, and the bureaucrats again gained control of the 
office of Bag Defterdar. Of the thirty-seven men who held that 
office in the eighteenth century up to 1774, at least twenty- 
eight were from, the financial administration (*). But, the 
office was no longer a stepping stone to greater opportunity. 
Gone were the days when ex-Bag Deflerdars went on to serve as 
governors of provinces. It was the exceptional Ba§ Deflerdar 
in the eighteenth century who did not revert to the position of 
bureau-chief after his retirement from the chief financial office. 
In typical Ottoman fashion, however, although the power and 
prestige of the office of Bag Deflerdar had considerably declined, 
upon ceremonial occasions the Bag Deflerdar was still accorded 
the homage of a by-gone era. 

Another reality which is revealed by a study of careers and 
career opportunities in the empire is the tendency for sons to 
follow in the careers of their fathers. This tendency for sons of 
Janissaries to become Janissaries, sons of Ulema to become 
Ulema, and sons of bureaucrats to become bureaucrats was 
already well-established by the early seventeenth century and 
in the course of the eighteenth century it appears that it was 
getting to be awfully difficult for sons to break with the career 
patterns of their fathers. To put it another way, the Ottoman 
Empire may have been suffering from hardening of the career 
arteries. A few examples might serve to illustrate this tendency 
of sons to follow in the careers of their fathers. 

The statement by Katip Qelebi, the celebrated seventeenth 
century Ottoman man of letters, that, “his father being a soldier, 
he too entered that profession according to the law” (*), lends 


(1) Ex-Janissary Agan and other leading Janissary ligures who held the office 
of Ba§ Deflerdar in this period include Sofu Mehmet Pa§a, Kars Musa Pa§a, 
Zurnazen Mustafa §crif Pasa, Morali Mustafa Pa$a, and KaragOz Mehmet Pa§a. 
Sec Danismend, Kronolojisi, III, 580-588. 

(2) Ibid., the sections in vols. Ill and IV given in note 2 on page 90. 

(3) K^tip Qelebi, The Balance of Truth, trans. G. L. Lewis, (London, 1957), 
p. 135. In the original the word used is kanun , see Kdtip Qelebi, Mlzdn al-Hakfr 
(Istanbul, 1286 [1870]), p. 123. 
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credence to the observation that by the early seventeenth 
century it was commonplace for the sons of Janissaries to 
become Janissaries. The fact that in 1651 the Grand Vezir 
was able to put down a Janissary uprising by promising that in 
the future only sons of Janissaries would be admitted to the 
corps is evidence of Janissaries wishing to continue to have 
their sons follow in their footsteps ( 1 2 ). Osman Aga, a late 
seventeenth century Ottoman figure and Janissary participant 
in the last siege of Vienna, relates in his memoirs that his father 
a frontier Janissary Aga, willed his Agaship to his eldest 
son (*). Naima, the renowned eighteenth century Ottoman 
historian, was the son of a Janissary Aga of Aleppo, himself of 
a Janissary family, started his career as an apprentice in the 
ocak of the Balticis, a position which his father’s Janissary 
connections secured for him ( 3 ). 

In the ilmiyye career the same tendency was operative, a 
conclusion reinforced by a reading of Ta§kopruzade. We may 
take the chapter on the Ulema of Sultan Selim’s reign (1512-1520) 
as indicative of the work as a whole. In this chapter Ta§ko- 
priizade lists fifty men and gives information about the fathers 
of twenty-four of them. Of these twenty-four only three were 
not from Ulema families ( 4 ). An examination of the background 
of the seventy-two men who held the office of Seyh iil-Islam to 
the mid-eighteenth century clearly reveals this tendency of sons 
to follow the careers of their fathers. From the Ilmiyye Sal- 
namesi ( 5 6 ) and the Sicill-i Osmani (*) we can obtain information 
about the careers followed by the fathers of forty-nine of these 
men. Forty-one came from Ulema families as against only 
eight that did not. 


(1) J. H. Mordtmann, “Dewshirme”, Encyclopedia of Islam (Leiden and London, 
1913) I, 953. 

(2) Leben und Abenteur des Dolmelschers Osman Aga, trans. Richard F. Kreutel 
and Otto Spies (Bonn, 1954), pp. 3-4. 

(3) Thomas, Naima , pp. 8, 28. 

(4) Ta§kdpriiz&de, E§-Saqa'iq, pp. 243-272. 

(5) Ilmiyye Salnamesi (Istanbul, 1334. [1916]). This work is a biographical 
dictionary of the office of Seyh iil-Isldm. It also contains reproductions of auto¬ 
graph Fetvas, 

(6) Mehmet Sureyya, Sicill-i Osmant (Istanbul, 1308 ,[1890]) 4 vols. in 3. 
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The bureaucrats too were followed in their careers by their 
sons. Hasan BeyzSde Efendi ( x ) and Okguzade Mehmet 
Efendi (*) are only two of a number of Reis Efendis whose 
fathers had also held that important post. Ismail Hakki 
Uzungargih has produced evidence to indicate that by 1732 
kalemiyye secretaryships were inheritable. In his work on 
Ottoman administrative organization he reproduces the follow¬ 
ing document : 

...in this manner let the regulation of appointements for 
scribes of the Imperial Divan be strengthened and made 
firm: that upon the death of a scribe if there be a num¬ 
ber of sons, all of whom can read and write, let them share 
their father’s zeamet, and the position, let it be given to 
the oldest son who is entitled to the position... (•) 

The members of the kalemiyye career too were interested in 
assuring places for their sons. In 1796 the scribes of three 
bureaus appear to have been successful in preventing any but 
the sons of scribes from securing positions in those three bu¬ 
reaus (*). It is significant that bureaucrats played an active 
role in supporting the reforms of Selim III and Mahmud II. 
Underneath the fez and long black frock coat, the uniform of 
Mahmud’s bureaucrats, stood many a descendant of eighteenth 
century scribes. The destruction of the Janissaries by Mahmud 
II was more than a mere military measure, and the inter¬ 
relationships between reformers and place seekers deserves to 
be studied, and studied a la Namier (®). 

In this study attention has been centered upon some of the 
more significant realities of the eighteenth century, realities 
which are obscured if we view the eighteenth century in terms 
of Muslims ousting non-Muslims from office. The task of 


(1) Ahmet Rosmi, Se finely p. 26. 

(2) Ibid.y p. 23. 

(3) Ismail Hakki Uzun$arsili, Osmanlt Devlelinin Merkez ve Bahriye Te$kilati 
(Ankara, 1948), p. 49. 

(4) Ibid.y pp. 50-51. The three bureaus concerned were the divan, rOOs and 
kise kalemleri. 

(5) See Lewis B. Namier, The Structure of Politics at the Accession of George III , 
2nd ed. (London, 1957). 
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bringing Ottoman realities, not only of the eighteenth century 
but of the whole course of that empire’s history, into sharper 
focus is an immense one. By providing the stimulus for the 
much needed research, the Lybyer, Gibb and Bowen thesis will 
have served a useful function. 


Norman Itzkowitz 
(Princeton, N. J.) 



LES ARABES 

ET L’EXPRESSION ECONOM1QUE 


Les pays arabes sont emportes, comme nous, dans le double 
mouvement du monde actuel. De vastes propagations, sans cesse 
acc616r6es, repandent l’information, les attitudes, les materiels, la 
g£neralite des problemes, et meme lcur banalite. Mais il s’exerce, 
dans un sens different, et souvent oppose, une poussee compen- 
satoire du personnel, du local, du particular. De l’interference 
de ces deux mouvements surgissent les phenomenes les plus 
varies et les plus complexes. 

Le meme developpement, qui jadis porta les empires, aujour- 
d’hui les fait eclater en nations nouvelles. Par le jeu des memes 
forces, une nation peut secoucr la dependance. Mais elle 
doit aussitot affronter les risques alternes ou simultanes de 
I’isolationnisme et du cosmopolitisme. Car l’uniformite mondiale 
se prononce de jour en jour, non sans provoquer de violents 
contre-courants. Ainsi le nationalisme exalte la personnalite, 
revendique la liberation du petit, du pauvre, et du domine. 
Procedant lui-meme de mouvements generalisatcurs, il insiste 
sur l’original et l’irreductible. Cependant, la vague technolo- 
gique, qui vehiculait jadis la forme centrifuge de la colonisation, 
alimente a present les aspirations locales. La creation 
6conomique apparalt a tous comme seule susceptible de garantir 
I’indSpendance recuperee. Chez les nouveaux venus de la compe¬ 
tition internationalc, le vouloir-faire acheve et fonde le vouloir- 
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etre. Redproquement il porte en lui de futures alienations et 
d’immediats compromis. Car il souscrit aux memes imp£ratifs 
de promotion et d’echanges qu’invoquent les tenants des 
grands ensembles economiques. 

Ce n’est pas seulement Taction, mais la thdorie que deconcerte 
une matiere aussi mouvante, aussi equivoque. En tout cela 
qu’est-ce qui est creation, qu’est-ce qui est faux-semblant ? 
Ofi est la « forme », et ofi le « contenu » ? La resurrection de tant 
de souverainetes n’aboutit-elle qu’a garnir de nouveaux emet- 
teurs le champ deja encombre de la radiodifTusion, qu’a meubler 
le ciel de nouvelles compagnies aeriennes, et la table de l’O.N.U. 
de nouveaux indicatifs ? Vision pessimiste qui reduirait l’his- 
toire contemporaine au seul progres de la communication et de 
la differenciation, c’est-a-dire de la figure du monde, plut6t que 
de son histoire. Il faut done a celle-ci reagir contre des modes 
spatiaux de l’abstraction qui, si Ton n’y veille, aggraveraient 
encore ses modes quantitatifs et monetaires. Il faut qu’un effort 
reel, au plein sens du terme, vienne emplir les nouvelles confi¬ 
gurations, que la creation concrete vienne equilibrer le progres 
de la transmission. Mais a quelle sorte de choses conferer ce 
beau titre de « concret» ? Certainemcnt pas a la seule institution 
materielle ! L’economismc est devenu aujourd’hui l’un des tra- 
vestis de l’abstraction. Les consolidations a quoi tendent les 
neuves independances visent l’etre, avant le bien-etre, et la 
dignity des peuples avant leur prosperite. L’humain est done 
en l’espece, plus «concret» que les promotions materielles. 
La-dessus se fonde l’utile, mais encore trop timide distinction 
entre « d^veloppement » et « croissance ». Cependant il est bien 
vrai qu’une fois retombSs les enthousiasmes de l’emancipation et 
l’ardeur qu’6veille la restauration des signes, e’est surtout de 
contenus tangibles qu’il faut se preoccuper. Une independance 
est dite tres justement «formelle », tant qu’elle n’a pas cr66 
son propre corps. De la le sens si plein que les pays liber6s 
donnent a des notions telles qu’industrialisation, planifica- 
tion, etc. 

On assiste done, en ce temps de la decolonisation, a de 
v6ritables chasses-croises, non seulement des forces en jeu, mais 
aussi du caractere qu’elles recelent, et des definitions qu’elles 
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appellent. Car dans le meme objet, nous sommes amends a 
reconnaltre, selon les donnees du milieu et du moment, tour 
a tour ou concurremment, la chose ou le signe, l’ideal ou le 
concret, la quantity ou la quality. Et c’est cela qui rend, dans 
les situations particulieres, bien que la tendance g6n6rale et 
Interpretation globale ne laissent aucun doute, tellement 
ardus les choix de Taction et de la connaissance. 


Les Arabes et I’expression. 

Qu’en est-il en tout cela des pays arabes ? Ils 6prouvent, 
comme tous les autres, cette difliculte a choisir et a definir. 
Mais ils liprouvent d’une fagon qui Ieur est propre, car le passe 
les avait dot£s de leur propre style d’expression et d’interpre- 
tation. Ils pourraient dire des mots de Ieur Iangue classique 
ce qu’un Latin disait des dieux de l’ltalie : qu’ils sont plus 
faciles a rencontrer que les hommes. La puissance de la luga, 
et de tout ce qu’elle vehiculc cn fait dissociations mcntalcs et 
de suggestions sociales, debordc de bcaucoup le rdle d’un lan- 
gage. C’est unc institution venerable, un comportement collec- 
tif privil£gie. De la, chez les Arabes, une propension native a 
l’expressivite. Le Bedouin lui-meme, noble dechu, archai'sant 
plutfit qu’archaique, est depuis toujours le champion d’une 
culture eloquent*, dont se reclament aussi, de leur c6te, l’ora- 
teur politique ct l’ecrivain. Pour ceux-ci comme pour celui-la, 
la difliculte n’est pas celle qu’eprouvent tant d’autres peuples : 
de s’6noncer, de se transmettre. Ce serait plut6t de sauver leur 
v6rit6 des succes de Ieur communication. C’est d’ailleurs la le 
probleme de tout classicisme. 

Combien il est dangereux d’etre un vieux classique ! Cet homme 
exprim6, abouti, si 1’on peut dire, doit assumer simultan^ment 
son antique personne et de nouvelles n6cessites de transmission 
et de creation, dont Iiconomiquc est la plus evidente. II 6prouve 
ainsi des diflicult^s qui epargneraicnt un homme plus neuf ou 
plus fruste. Un Lumumba, par exemple, en ce brasier de flammes 
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noires qu’est le Congo, — et que sont bien d’autres pays afri- 
cains ou asiatiques, ces etres, dirait-on, en quete de langage, — 
comparons-le a tant de leaders de Tunis, du Caire, de Damas. 
Dans cette participation aux courants du monde qui inoombe 
a tous les peuples, les Arabes subissent, de cette facilite meme, 
une sorte de freinage. Ils doivent s’imposer des adaptations 
supplementaires, du fait de leur eloquente civilisation. Ce 
classicisme dont ils avaient tire, a l’epoque coloniale, une bonne 
part clc leurs forces de resistance et de renouvcllcmcnt, se 
retourne parfois contre ce renouvellemcnt meme. Les transac¬ 
tions, les dementis qu’il doit alors s’infliger, lui coutcnt sans 
doute autant qu’aux Frangais Tadaptation a un certain 
«americanisme »... 

L’Arabe, en deux ou trois generations, a du modifier, plus 
encore que restaurer, les modes de son message, done Texpression 
et, dans une certaine mesure, la vision de lui-meme. II lui a 
fallu renoncer a des formes ancestrales, a la sentence gnomique, 
au syllogisme d’autorite, au vers constituant l’unit6 de sens, au 
silence meme, ce silence sapiential qui, parfois, privilegiait le 
saint, voire meme paradoxalement le docteur ! II fut un temps 
ou les hutba-s prononcees dans toutes les mosquees du monde 
islamique, de Fes a Bagdad, se reglaient toutes sur le meme 
patron : une homelie toujours la meme, que le savant meme 
inventif, meme poete a ses heures, aurait eu scrupule a delaisser. 
Or, tout d’un coup, le verbe doit prendre d'autres chemins. 
L’elocution se dechaine. Un monde, jusque-la reserve, se met 
a se parler. Cela provoque la renaissance de la langue, et, par 
la-meme, de certaines valeurs classiques. Mais aussi, beaucoup 
de melanges et de disparates. Dans les annees 30, la radio opere 
une seconde revolution. Elle ajoute desormais ses puissances a 
celles du journal, et a cedes des attitudes cosmopolites, pour 
repandre dans plusieurs de ces pays la « culture de masse » que 
decrivait recemment Edgar Morin ( l ) : forme ou contenu, 
annonce ou parodie d’une civilisation mondiale en marche ? Et 


(1) Vesprit du temps , 1962. 
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concurremment, l’expression de soi-meme, allant toujours plus 
outre, d6borde en Orient les niveaux de l’&oquence de chaire, 
puis du livre, puis de 1’editorial, enfin du theme radiophonique 
lui-m6me, pour descendre dans la rue. 

Alors se pose le probleme du' dialecte, malgre de severes 
barrages 6thiques et esth6tiques. C’est peu qu’un arabe « par!6 » 
soit ouvertement parlS. Certains commencent a l’ecrire. II 
arrive meme au leader dc s’cxprimer en langage de tous les 
jours. L’arabe fait alors sa revolution de la quotidiennete. Mais 
de tels progres, ou de tels attentats, ne s’exercent pas seule- 
ment par la parole. On peut interpreter l’activation du langage 
comme une rSplique des valeurs locales a la quantite coloniale, 
a cette irruption de mat6riels et d’idees que l’Orient eprouve 
alors du fait de l’Occident. A cet envahissement, l’Orient 
r6pond d’abord par une proliferation de son propre signe, qui 
n’est encore que verbal. Dans une seconde phase, dont nous 
observons en ce moment les indices, il cherche lui-meme a 
devenir fabricateur, done a modifier son role, done a qualifier 
diflferemment ses choses et ses signes. L’evolution des types 
humains accompagne celle dc l’expression, de la fonction, et 
des classements sociaux. 

Ce processus est inegalement pousse selon les nations arabes. 
Elies 6talent en diversity de lieux, dc personnes et de groupes, 
tout ce qu’un siecle de contact avee l’Occident peut avoir 
comports pour ellcs de mutations et de variations. Le contraste 
qui frappe entre le juriste sentencieux et l’orateur de rue, ou 
le banquier d’affaires, en passant par le discoureur de comite ou 
l’6crivain de cenacle, s’observe aussi entre pays, individus, 
niveaux sociaux ou mentaux diversement touches par le mouve- 
ment g6neral et qui diversement y repondent. Pour ne parler 
que de pays, il en est oil l’inquietude de l’ame, l’agilite de la 
demarche, la finesse de la phrase, une mobilite a la fois des 
figures et des comportements, contribuent a une histoire de plus 
en plus nerveuse. Il en est d’autres, immobiles et opaques, et 
que Ton pourrait appeler reserves de la signifiance. Ceux-la 
n’ont pas encore trouve leur bayan des temps modernes. Ils 
n’ont fait ni leur revolution de l’homelie, du poeme, ni, a plus 
forte raison, celle de 1’article ou du discours. 
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Ces arrets, ces retards, ou tout au contraire ces accelerations 
sont naturellement a mettre en rapports avec la phase coloniale, 
dont la plupart de ces pays ne font que de sortir. La colonisation, 
en general, refoule dans les tenebres de la societe ou du psychisme 
des forces qui fuseront apres elle. Elle charge done, si Ton peut 
dire, ces peuples et ces ames d’6nergies virtuelles et de future 
intelligibility. Car l’independance devra se raisonner, sous peine 
d’echec. Mais se raisonner, aujourd’hui, e’est, a beaucoup 
d’egards, se « mondialiser». Or cettc rationalit6-la est surtout 
celle des transmissions economiques, des prix de revient 
comp6titifs et de l’alignement des « couts de l’homme ». 

Ailleurs, a defaut de compression coloniale, l’archaisme, 
l’eioignement, ou le traditionalisme pouvaient accumuler les 
memes reserves explosives. On pense au Yemen, a l’Arabie 
Seoudite. Mais point n’est besoin de recourir a ces cas extremes. 
Dans tous ces pays, tout ensemble armes et desservis par leur 
classicisme, a quelque degre qu’ils se situent d’une capacite 
d’expression d’eux-memes adaptee aux circuits mondiaux, 
subsistent encore des reserves de mutisme; Tout comme chacun 
de ces pays, ou presque, a son desert, il comporte aussi ses 
Saharas du refoulement et de la contention. II est dans tous ces 
peuples des zones encore obscures, encore peu ou pas activ6es. 
Poursuivons l’analogie. Le petrole, d’abord tenu pour une 
chance providentielle, a jailli de ces solitudes. D’abord au profit 
exclusif du prince. Puis a celui, total ou partiel, de budgets 
d’6quipement. II est alors un objet de competition financiire 
avec l’etranger. II tend enfin a devenir une source d’6nergie 
mobilisee pour 1’industrialisation. Cettc derniere perspective 
semble encore etre lointaine. Mais elle s’6nonce d£ja. Quand 
elle se r6alisera, l’lraq, le Maghreb auront, de cette exploitation 
de leurs entrailles, ou, si Ton veut, de leur inconscient g£ogra- 
phique, tire des mises en valour. C’est que, corrMativement, 
auront 6t6 mises au jour des forces nationales, sociales et psy- 
chiques, jusqu’ici elud6es. 

Car la r6alit6 se creuse. Elle sollicite toujours plus profond6- 
ment l’inerte, l’inconnu et 1’humiliA J’ai d6ja parl6 du langage 
vernaculaire, dont la mise en honneur par la literature realise, 
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entend 6videmment contribuer a une promotion populaire. Le 
discredit de certaines classes jusque-la puissantes et parlantes, 
traduit le meme approfondissement. Dans un pays comme 
I’figypte, par exemple, ce n’est pas un hasard que le premier 
effort du regime de 1952 ait vise le paysan. Cet Iternel silencieux 
avait, a la lettre/ fait les frais de la « reification» coloniale. 
Sa defense avait ete de se pelotonner sur lui-meme, de se 
r6fugier dans une tradition, dans son dialecte, et meme dans 
l’irrationalit6, pour s’opposer a toutcs les entreprises du dedans 
et du dehors. Attitude ambigue : elle etait, a beaucoup d’egards, 
lutte contre la modernity. Attitude inveterce et opiniatre : nul 
ne sait jusqu’a quel point les politiques presentes arriveront 
a Ten tirer. Quoi qu’il en soit, il est frappant de voir, en Egypte, 
cette promotion du tacite et du meprise s’accompagner d’ofTen- 
sive contre les couches qui prec6demment s’exprimaient : 
bourgeoisie occidentalisante, et meme intelligentsia. 

En effet, par un etrange paradoxe, dans plusieurs de ces pays, 
le radicalisme de la qaivmiya, procedant lui-meme de vastes 
transmissions, utilisant la radiodiffusion, e’est-a-dire l’effu- 
sion de la parole, s’inspirant de themes internationaux tous axes 
sur la liberty de l’6change, en arrive parfois a rlvoquer sa propre 
spontan6ite et a se couper de l’exterieur. II devient alors « oppres- 
sif», «obscurantiste» aux yeux de ses adversaires, et trop 
souvent de ses victimes, tandis qu’il allegue les necessites de 
la defense militaire, du contre-espionnage, de la construction 
yconomique, et de l’ordre en general. II groupe ainsi fausse- 
ment des consid^rants exacts, commettant la meme espece 
d’erreur que sociologues et historiens quand ils se meprennent 
sur les rapports, proportions et significations reciproques des 
faits. Mais, mime dans ces exces de rautoritarisme oriental, 
le mauvais usage de l’analyse n’est pas entierement deliberl. 
II procede lui-meme de rapports entre une continuity chargee 
de misere et de gloire, les courants plan6taires auxquels elle 
r£agit, et le traitement de la conjoncture. L’enjeu est trop 
grave, le combat trop vif, 1’allure trop rapide, pour que cette 
histoire puisse s’accomplir sans deperditions ni contrefagons. 
Seulement, le bilan devrait rester positif... 
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« Effervescence » el « realisme ». 

Sur le plan sociologique, auquel je me tiendrai ici, l’un de ces 
risques, le plus grave peut-etre, est qu’arrivent alors soit a se 
confondre, soit a s’opposer fallacieusement dans les conduites 
et dans les institutions, le «structure » et l’« astructur6 » ( 1 ). 
Le discours, qu’il soit celui du philosophe, de 1’artiste, du 
gouvernant ou du revendicateur, peche souvent par emphase, 
outrance et redondance. Pour etre efficace, pour donner ses 
chances a la harangue politique, l’orateur n’a pas emprunt6 a 
la dialectique severe du fiqh. Si l’oraison romaine restait presque 
toujours un plaidoyer, la sienne s’est faite plut6t effervescence. 
Etle argumente moins qu’ellc ne clame. Elle vise plus a 
6inouvoir qu’a persuader. Trop souvent l’hyperbole du moi, le 
verbalisme et le recours a l’irrationnel soulevent la transe 
populaire aux depens de la conscience collective. Pour com- 
prendre la sorte de contradiction qui en r^sulte, on peut se 
ref6rer analogiquement aux controverses du «gauchisme », en 
France et ailleurs. Tant que la recherche r6volutionnaire se 
donne comme une quete sentimentale de la transparence en 
tout — motivations, institutions —, elle s’expose a taxer toute 
realisation d’opacit6 et tout concret d’ali6nation. A quoi 
s’oppose, on le sait, la conception des « mains sales ». Et la fausse 
antithese se poursuivant de la sorte, 1’ethique en viendra dans 
tous les cas a s’opposer a l’economique, la liberte a l’histoire, 
et, generalement, tout ideal a toute reality. 

De meme, dans les pays arabes, une spontaneite qui n’est 
pas seulement oratoire, mais tient constamment a s’insurger 
contre l’etat de fait par dcs conduites a la fois impulsives et 
stylees, presque impossibles a comprendrc de l’exterieur, r6cuse 
trop frequemment l’analyse positive, voire mSme la r6alit6 
objective, et en est recusce en rctour. Les vieux systemes a 


(1) Scion l’acception de G. Gurvitch. 



LES ARABES ET ^EXPRESSION ECONOHIQUE 


103 


£tagement initiatique ne sont plus la pour ordonner, en paliers 
successifs, la « descente » de la sagesse sur terre et de l’ame dans 
le corps, commc le partage des taches entre la hassa et la ‘drama. 
L’antinomie surgit sans attenuations entre l’irreductibilite 
morale, ou nationale, et l’injonction du concret. 

Tant que subsiste ce faux antagonisme, rien ne peut se conso- 
lider. De la tant de « desastres», nakabat , toujours g£nereuse- 
ment revoques par l’espoir, mais toujours presents au fond du 
cceur. Dans la pratique, cette discorde interne s’aggrave tou¬ 
jours du jeu d’actions externes. Une synonymie abusive 
tend a s’etablir, dans les faits non moins que dans les jugements, 
entre la creation mat6rielle et le compromis avec l’etranger. Et 
des lors ces peuples vont se debattre entre le refus de l’Autre, 
qui n’est pas eloigne du refus de soi-meme, et la cynique accep¬ 
tation. C’est la faire de la vie politique un impossible dialogue 
entre la trahison et la purete. L’action s’essouffle et l’honneur 
se compromet a d’impulsifs va-et-vient. De l’irr^dentisme a 
l’opportunisme vont et viennent en eflet, s’entrechoquent les 
gouvernements, les partis, les personnes, et sans doute aussi les 
motivations rivales au fond du cceur. Qui peut nier qu’il n’en 
soit ainsi, dans le detail le plus precis, voire le plus anecdo- 
tique, le plus pratique, d’une grande part de l’actualite arabe ? 
Et peut-etre aussi, il est vrai, de toute actualite, tant qu’une 
ethique sociale n’a pas reintegre la raison aux choses et 
mis les choses a la raison. 


Je n’insisterai pourtant ici que sur l’une de ces antitheses, 
celle qui oppose dans les conduites 1’efTervescence au rea- 
lisme ( 1 ). Cette antithese s’est forcdment durcie, chez les Arabes, 
dans la periodc contemporaine, de la separation qui s’op£rait 
entre un fond dc mceurs et d’iddes encore plein de references 
sacralcs, et le materiel d’objets et d’attitudes qui leur venait de 

(1) L’arabe connote par toulc une s6rie de mots ces deux notions ou des notions 
pareiilement contrasUes : cf. par exemple in ft* ally a J ivdqi'ly a; ruhjmddda ; ist ifz&zf 
gumud etc. 
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l’Occident. Toute Emancipation nationale s’efforce a la difficile 
conjonction entre le fond traditionnel et le materiel imports 
Difficile compromis de l’authcntiquc avec l’efficace ! La liquida¬ 
tion de la pEriode coloniale sc caractErise ainsi par un double 
effort : contre l’Autre, et contre soi-mEme. 

Ce double traitement comporte, bien sur, des hEsitations et 
meme des anomalies : autant d’aspEritEs, si Ton peut dire, a 
quoi peut s’accrocher l’analyse. Une rEvolution est biei' liqui¬ 
dation du passE, mais aussi remise au jour de 1’hEritage, 
du lurdl (*). Done, si Ton veut, Elimination du faux passE au 
profit du vrai. Certes, dans beaucoup de cas, les Orientaux, 
d’accord en cela avec les orientalistes, ne songent qu’a retablir 
en eux-mEmes le passE classique, ou prE-historique, en faisant 
abstraction d’un demi-millenaire de decadence ou d’inhilat. 
C’est a peu pres comme si les revolutionnaires jacobins avaient 
sautE le siecle des lumieres, qui Etait aussi celui des abus, pour 
revenir a la Republique romaine. Us 1’ont prEtendu, sans y 
rEussir. Apres tout, la realite humaine qui s’impose aux rEvo- 
lutionnaires arabes n’est autre que celle qui leur vient du passE, 
de leur propre passE, prE-colonial d’une part, colonial de l’autre. 
Ne considerons que ce dernier. La liquidation que I’emancipE 
cherche a infliger aux apports de l’etranger implique de cruelles 
disputes entre l’evidence de la colere, et celle du besoin. Com¬ 
ment concilier les deux termes ? Et sont-ils conciliates ? Ce 
qu’on observe dans le Tiers-Monde, c’est la concurrence de 
deux attitudes. L’une negatrice de l’Autre, pouvant aller dans 
sa nEgation jusqu’a 1’extreme, et l’autre qui transige, ou meme 
spEcule sur le besoin satisfait et la recompense attendue... 

Nulle part la divergence n’est plus cruelle que dansce monde 
arabe, que la fiertE linguistique, la dignitE thEologale, la noblesse 
des allures ont fait souffrir plus orgucilleusement que tout autre 
de 1’impErialisme. Mais qui doit a son humanisme hellEnisant, 
a la proximitE gEographique et au compromis historique des 


(1) « Le legs, le patrimoine » arabe, s’opposant aux acquis venus de l’6tranger. 
Cf. la belle analyse qu’en a donn6e le professeur l.lftfiz al-JamAlt dans une conference 
r6cerament dditde par l’Universit6 dc Dainas. 
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liaisons profondes avec l’adversaire. Le jeu ne serait pas si dur 
s’il ne touchait que la politique exterieure. Or, en fait, cette. 
politique exterieure n’est pas autre chose qu’une quSte de person- 
nalite. L’Occident et l’Orient dont parlent les pays arabes ne 
sont pas seulement l’Occident et l’Orient de la g6ographie. Ge 
sont des parts occidentale et orientale de soi-mSme qui s’entre- 
choquent au fond du peuplc et de la personne. 


Essai de situation de l' economique dans les societes orientates. 

L’analyse debouche ici, une fois de plus, sur un 6tat de trouble 
peu propre a la conceptualisation. C’est un pur wijdan, « palpi¬ 
tation existentielle », mais qui, au lieu de se referer a l’exp£- 
rience mystique, a Dieu, a l’etre, viserait la praxis. Ce n’est 
done pas dans la reflexion, dans «l’int6ret bien entendu », non 
plus que dans un realisme qui ne serait que retombee du senti¬ 
ment, qu’il faut chercher la matiere et la caution de l’econo- 
mique. Toute autre approche revet ici, du fait de conditions a la 
fois speciflques et historiques, un caractere dissociateur. Elle 
ecartele les comportements entre la passion subversive et la 
sagesse mediocre. Quiconque veut comprendre ou agir doit se 
reporter a cette place secrete oil le vouloir-etre se mele au vou- 
loir-faire, et la saisie de soi a la saisie du monde. 

Si done, comme le veut Fr. Perroux, le champ de l’economie 
s’etend a tout le domaine du quantitatif, de quelle consequence 
ne sera pas, pour 1’analyse, la ndtre et celle de ces peuples, la 
possibilite de Her 1’effort economique a ses fondements dans la 
vie de la collectivite, e’est-a-dire au « social». Et non pas a un 
social banalise, reduit, mais entendu de fagon pieniere. Certes, 
la pratique et l’analyse devaient bien constater qu’on ne peut 
guere, dans l’experience du groupe, distinguer entre l’Scono- 
mique et le social, le materiel et le psychique, le personnel et 
le collectif : car tout cela vibre ensemble dans un mouvement 
global. Seulement, cette vue ne s’impose pas seulement a nous, 
dans le cas d’espece, en vertu d’exigences methodologiques qui 
ont leur prix, bien qu’elles n’aient ete que tardivement appli- 
qu6es a l’etude du «sous-developpement». Elle s’impose encore 
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et surtout ici en raison d’une personnalit6 particultere, qui rend 
l’6tude des Arabes justiciable a la fois des disciplines g6n6rales les 
plus modernes et d’un orientalisme attentif a la particularity de 
leur message, et de leur langage. Orl’une des distorsions qui leur 
sont le plus prijudiciables, qu’ils ressentent le plus dramati- 
quement, et attribuent non sans raison au demembrcment de 
l’humain que leur a valu leur histoire recente, consiste dans l’oppo- 
sition de l’6conomique et du social, et, plus profondement, du 
construit et du vecu. 

Voila qui confere un role decisif a toutes les procedures suscep- 
tibles d’organiser le passage de l’un a l’autre. Ces society 
savent la puissance irresistible du flot passionnel qui les souleve. 
Elies reconnaissent aussi la non moindre necessity de coherence et 
d’elaboration qui s’impose a elles pour discipliner ce flot, et non 
seulement pour proteger de ses dechainements une praxis reguc 
ou apprise d’ailleurs, mais pour gonfler de sa substance une 
praxis qui leur soit propre. 

L’Sconomique constitue pour de tels peuples 1’un des moyens 
les plus surs de passer de l’irrationnel au rationel, et tire de la 
sa valeur et sa fonction au moins autant que de ses rendements 
tangibles. Voila un role qui debordc largement celui que Ton 
observe ordinairement dans les pays developpes, oil il s’agit de 
produire davantage et a moindre prix que le concurrent. Ici, 
il s’agit avant tout de demeler en soi-meme ct en l’Autre le 
positif du nGgatif. En ce qui concerne par exemple les traites 
de commerce, les transactions monetaires, l’adoption de tech¬ 
niques exterieures, l’appel a des capitaux ou a des experts 
etrangers, la modernisation, qui est en elle-meme un processus 
de destruction-refection, commande sans treve a ces peuples 
de ne pas faire,erreur dans cette appreciation du positif et du 
n^gatif, de leur dosage, et du solde attendu, qui doit rester 
crediteur. 

Ces societes trouvent done la, et peut-etre seulement la, 
l’ouverture sur elles-memes la plus adequate theoriquement, en 
meme temps que la plus avantageuse, voire m£me la seule 
possible pratiquement. Enfin l’economique joue encore en 
elles un autre rdle, aussi r 6 v 61 ateur que r^alisateur. Il est 
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seul — ou presque seul — capable de faire le lien entre le niveau 
du global et celui de microsociologique. Au niveau du global, 
la nation nouvelle se situc deja assez heureusement et semble, 
ne fut-ce que par l’exercice de l’ind^pendance politique, 
affirmer son fitre de fagon de plus en plus reconnue. A l’6chelle 
microsociologique, qui est aussi celle de la r6alit6 interne se 
faisant, les reussites sont beaucoup moins convaincantes. Or 
l’6conomique, la aussi, se distingue par son exigence de « ponts » 
jet6s entre ces divers niveaux : elevation des standards de vie 
individuels, de l’6ducation technique, multiplication des centres 
de decision, ralliement du consommateur, etc. 

De fagon instinctive ou r6f!6chie, par la force de l’analyse ou 
par la force des choses, les peuples arabes les plus 6claires 
comprennent l’importance, a eux sp6cifique, de l’6conomique 
ainsi defini et situe. L’economique, ce sera le concret qui lessau- 
vera de l’evanescence et de la passion oratoire. Et aussi l’6change 
qui les sauvera du repli sur eux-memes, et les r6introduira parmi 
les autres grandes personnes de la planete. Enfin, en perspec¬ 
tive, une restructuration d’eux-memes, structure entendue au 
sens fondamental de base, de soubassement. En somme, ils 
demanderont a l’6conomique de concilier l’objet et la personne 
dans un projct. 


Dans le vecu. 

De la sans doute ce recours constant a l’argument de cons¬ 
cience ou de rationality. Le libSralisme mercantile, qui se defend 
encore au Liban ou en Syrie, invoque lui-m§me, contre tout 
dirigisme, des motivations psychologiques. En Egypte, les 
revues specialises, telles V A hr dm iqlisadi font un usage immo- 
d6r6 du mot wa‘i « conscience », ou «prise de conscience », en 
accolant les plus curieux n6ologismes en forme de nasab. 
On aura done une conscience «economique », mais aussi «de 
production » intaji, de « consommation », istihlakt, « d’6pargne », 
idhari, voire memc de « fiscalite» daribi. Cette conjonction 
optimiste de l’6conomique et du rationnel s’efTorce visiblement 
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de disputer a d’autres forces la quotidiennet6. Et cela produit 
les conflits les plus instructifs, et parfois les plus pittoresques. 


II est un pays arabe qui n’est pas un pur esprit, loin de lti, mais 
spicule au point de constit.uer lui-meme une sorte de speculation. 
Tard venu dans la Ligue arabe, le Koweit n’est que le commentaire 
ddsertique d’une ville fondee vers la fin du xviii® si6cle ti la place d’une 
petite bourgade de constructions navales, et de peche de perles.Cela devient 
un point stratdgique pour la thaiassocratie britannique, qui s’impiante 
dans le Golfe, dont elle evince peu a peu ses concurrents : portugais 
d’abord, ensuite turcs et frangais, A partir de 1946, le boom du petrole 
fait porter tous les regards sur la petite principautd. Petrole, venu 
du fond de la terre, ou du fond de la mer, c’est-a-dire somme toute 
de la providence, de Dieu si l’on veut, en tout cas sans grands rapports 
avec une «nature» que Ton transformerait, que l’on approprierait, 
done que Ton saisirait dans le monde materiel, et correlativement 
en soi-m6me. Le prince des ressources abyssales, de la perle et du petrole, 
est aujourd’hui le plus riche du monde, sans etre bien stir d’exister ni 
sur le plan international, ni meme sur le plan national. II se met done 
ti se chercher conjointement une entity nationale et une nature, au 
sens le plus 616mentaire du mot : une terre. La luxueuse revue qu’il 
6dite al-‘Arabi dtale de plus en plus d’images de jardins, de jets d’eau, 
de vasques, de jeunes filles respirant des fleurs, d’6coles ensoleill^es, 
Bref l’dmirat s’efforce de retrouver un sol, apr6s n’avoir exploits qu’un 
trdsor : exactement Tinverse de ce qu’ont fait la plupart des autres. 
Meme inversion en toute chose. Ailleurs, on attend la pluie ou l’inon- 
dation pour labourer : ici, Ton fait emplette de cotiteuses fusees italiennes 
pour faire tomber une pluie artificielle. Ailleurs, on a sollicite depuis des 
mill^naires la bonte d’un sol pour y faire pousser des v6g6taux : ici, 
on s’avise de techniques d’avant-garde pour d^velopper des cultures 
sur preparation chimique ( 1 2 ). 

Remarquons ici le conflit monstrueux d’une richesse abstraite, escort6e 
des ph6nomfcnes sociaux qu’on peut imaginer, et d’un effort suspect, 
mais rdvdlateur, vers des bases terrestres. L’analyse qui detaillerait un 
tel phdnom^ne d£gagerait une curieuse succession, un curieux echantil- 
lonnage de situations. L’emirat souverain et rapace ; I’aubaine du petrole 
et l’enrichissement fabuleux; les craintes brusquement eprouvees, du fait 
des voisins, et plus gSneralement, de revolution du monde ; le recours 

l’hypothtise nationale et une terre encore a creer; la technique non 
pas servant mattriser la nature, mais s’erigeant en supplSante et rivale. 
La rdalitd n’arrive ici qu’au terme de l’artifice. 

L’6conomique peuts’Sriger aussi en rival du sacr6. Un ingdnieur 6gyp- 
tien observe, lors du pdlerinage, que le sacrifice de Mina (*) immoleannuel- 
lement un million de betes sans utility terrestre. Cela cotite peu pr6s 


(1) «A1-Kuwayt tugarrib », Al-‘Arabt, addr 1961. 

(2) Reportage du Musawwar , 3.11.1961. 
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chaque annee cinq millions de livres. L’ingenieur ne s’avise pas que le 
caract&re expiatoire de la kaffara exclut la consommation de la victime, 
qui a pris sur elle tous les peches de la communaute. II ne va pas si loin. II 
se demande en quoi Dieu peut s’interesser a tant de sang I Ce qu’il note 
toutefois, tirant son calepin, c’est que l’autorite sdoudienne, qui ronge ces 
vieilles notions ethnologiques, pour en tirer quelque ressource fiscale, ce 
qui est une fa$on de se moderniser, livre finalement aux encheres lespeaux 
de ces betes. Elle en tire, bon an mal an, pour un million, un million et 
demi de livres, a l’exportation. Mais la viande pourrit sur place. Le lende- 
main de la cer&nonie, depuis quelques annees, des bulldozers viennent 
l’enfouir. Dans ce cas s’opposent des conceptions liturgiques, qui ont leur 
profondeur, et sur quoi ce monde a v6cu pendant quatorze stecles, et la 
mentality de l’ingenieur. II parait que l’herolne feministe egyptienne, 
llud& §a‘r&wt, avait pens6, peu avant sa mort, & tirer parti de ce 
gaspillage. Elle avait projete de fonder k la Mecque de grandes usines 
frigorifiques, qui pourraient recueillir ces viandes et ensuite les exporter 
dans tout le monde arabe, k l’intention des mis6reux. Mais dans le calcul 
de r&xmomiste, ou dans le projet de la dame charitable, qu’on est loin 
du contenu primitif de restitution ! 

Le v6cu economique commence effectivement sur bien des points k 
chasser le v6cu liturgique. Observons par exemple un comportement 
collectif : les souhaits de bonne annee qui s’echangent au Caire ( x ). 
Par un transfert non exclusif de profanation, c’est le rythme solaire, 
importe de l’Occident, qu’on adopte en l’espece. Quant aux souhaits, 
formulas k l’echelle de la nation, ils temoignent d’une mutation originale. 
Que va vous souhaiter ce journaliste, qui a plus d’une raison d’exprimer 
au plus exact les sentiments dominants de sa collectivite ? Que propose-t¬ 
il k l’enthousiasme du lecteur-citoyen ? On n’y trouve pas la moindre 
bribe de cette ame ruh , complaisamment exhibee une generation durant, 
par les ecrivains orientaux, k titre de defense contre l’agression de 
l’Occident. L’invasion materialiste semble meme, par des voies impr&vues, 
se faire plus totale que ne l’auraient jamais ambitionn^ les agresseurs 
effectifs ou virtuels. Les fastes de l’ann6e qui vient comprennent l’annonce 
du Congrfcs National, l’equipement de trois divisions, de nombreuses 
manoeuvres militaires — ce qui n’a rien de sp£cifiquement oriental, 
et, de fagon caract6ristique, 78 projets industriels nouveaux. Nous 
voyons revenir ici le mot mahru ( } qui est la traduction de project , 
et qui prete k de mauvais jeux de mots avec $ari‘a y «la loi divine ». 
Sari'a des temps nouveaux, voici des usines. Usines de papier, de mat6- 
riaux de construction, gr&ce auxquelles l’figypte va atteindre l’autarcie, 
de produits pharmaceutiques, de fils pour les operations chirurgicales. 
Tout cela descend dans le detail, dans ce monde terrible de l’objet, 
avec quoi l’on n’en a jamais fini. On escompte votre bonne sante, non 
de l’action de Dieu, comme au bon vieux temps, mais de celle du ministere 
interesse. II n’y aura plus de diflicultes de transport. Un nouvel aerodrome 
va etre construit. Un paragraphe special souhaite beaucoup de hayr f de 
«bien», au fellah. Mais non peut-etre de celui qu’il ambitionne tradition- 


(1) La presse £gyptienne au 31 decembre 1961. 
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nellement: bien marier son fils, ^changer sa bufllonne contre un animal 
plusrobuste. On lui offre beaucoup mieux, il est vrai, encore qu’fc terme : 
quatre-vingts mille nouveaux feddans tires dc la sdcheresse. Et puis beau- 
coup de ces articles qui, propages par un mouvement mondial, servent et 
asservissent, en tout cas excitent votre consommation culturelle, si Ton 
peut dire. Ainsi r extraordinaire developpement de la television. Le cinema 
vous annonce un Saladin, heros musulman, certes, mais revu par Holly¬ 
wood. II va circuler en pleine campagne des camions charges de livres et 
de disques. Ainsi l’histoire devient, pour ces pays, programmation k 
terme, et quotidien economique. C’est pourquoi la lecture desjournaux 
y est tellement instructive. 

L’Orient moderne est un lieu desormais oil les nombres prennent 
vie. Ce qui compte, et meme ce qui vaut, ne sont plus seulement les 
paroles psalmodiees dans le fond des mosquSes et des eglises, mais surtout 
des chiffres. Car de ces chiffres on tire une defense et illustration de 
soi-meme. II n'est pas indifferent que le lecteur damasquin trouve un 
matin dans le journal que son pays poss&de actuellement 5 144 
tracteurs (*). Son regard est attir6 par les courbes et par les graphiques. 
Chose a vrai dire assez nouvelle. S’il a un esprit assez exerce, il remarque 
qu’en respace de cinq a six ans, ce nombre, qui se multiplie chaque jour, 
a comporte une diminution du pare de tracteurs k chenilles, une augmen¬ 
tation des tracteurs a roues de caoutchouc, et surtout des tracteurs 
de plus de 30 CV. Si l’on renonce au tracteur a chenille, c’est ou bien 
qu’il n’y a plus tellement de terres k d^fricher dans les vastes plaines de 
la G6zir6h, ou qu’on neglige de le faire ; mais si Ton s’en tient aux trac¬ 
teurs de plus de 30 CV, c’est qu’on en est enc'ore a la propriete latifun- 
diaire. Voili qui d^bouche sur les options les plus graves. Ces nouveaux 
signes vous conduisent vraiment tres loin... 

Et que se dit le lecteur de Bagdad, lorsqu’il lit un entrefilet comme 
celui-ci : renouvellement de la Chambre de commerce de Nedjef ? (•) 
Nedjef, a vrai dire, evoque au monde entier, du fond de l’lran chi'ite, 
jusqu’au cabinet de Torientaliste parisien, des images et des emotions 
d’un tout autre ordre : meurtres sacr6s, poesie de rhetoriqueurs, science 
de grande mosqu^e, deuils communautaires. Or il est a Nedjef une 
Chambre de commerce, un edifice neuf pour cette Chambre, dans le 
quartier Sa'd, non loin du tombeau de l’lmam. La se reunissent des 
commer^ants, qui elisent l’un d’entre eux. L’oeil exerce pourra rechercher 
dans la liste si l’on v trouve de ces grands noms theophores, de ces 
vieilles gloires chi'ites, qui maintiennent indefiniment dans le nom porte 
celui d’un ouvrage produit par l’un des aieux : celui qui souldve le 
couvercle, c’est-&-dire qui decouvre les mysteres, K£sif al-Gita’, ou la Mer 
des sciences, Bahr al-'ulum, etc. Mais les noms se banalisent dans les 
listes de la Chambre de commerce. Peut-etre la realite se banalise-t-elle 
aussi. 

Revenons au Caire. Etudions la publicity ^ditee periodiquement par 


(1) AZ-f?d’id al-*arabt t d6c. 1961. 

(2) Revue al-Tigara, Bagdad 1960. 
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les fitablissements Sa'ir, On y remarque, il est vrai, une photographic 
de la Ka'ba. Mais cette photographic est surmont^e de colonnes de 
chilTres. Ce sont des prix d’articlcs proposes a la vente : une bicyclette, 
un gramophone, des lainagcs pour dames ; et, pour les messieurs, des 
cotonnadcs, des complets tout faits, du mobilier. Radios et transistors, 
bien entendu, conditionneurs d’air a la fois pour rafraichir et pour 
chauffer. L’annonce precise que vous pourrez acheter tel ou tel de ces 
mirifiques objets, a temperament, par traites mensuelles. Elle ne dit 
pas si le terrible d£bat de l’interet a kik r£gle une fois pour toutes. 
Meme, elle vous promet en prime, pour tout achat de plus de cinqlivres, 
un billet de loterie. Inquietante, mais sagace innovation! Si vous gagnez, 
vous aurez un passage paye, aller-et-retour, pour la Mecque. Ainsi done, 
par cet admirable circuit, le monde de l’objet finit par dSboucher sur celui 
de la piete. Vous sanctifiez du meme coup l’honnete negoce modernisant 
et votre souci de vous moderniser par l’objet, c’est-&-dire k quelques 
6gards, d’entrer dans la caverne de l’objet, dans la caverne de la chose : 
et pourtant, vous sauvez votre kie. Circuit ? Bien plutdt spirale, qui 
ne se recroise jamais... 

Observons Tun de ces gras villages du Delta egyptien ( l 2 ), qu’atteint 
T^lectrification rurale : e’est le village de la Mahmudlya, non loin de 
Damanhour, sur ce canal creus6 jadis, & grand renfort de chair humaine, 
par Muhammad ‘Ali. Voici qu’y parvient le courant. Aussitdt tout 
s’6claire : Les commergants peuvent continuer & vendre jusque vers 
deux heures du matin. L’un d’eux remarque qu’alors qu’il vendait 
autrefois deux appareilg de radio par mois, il en vend aujourd’hui 
trois par jour. Mais la pi6t6 s’y retrouve. Un fellah interrogd declare 
que jusqu’alors, la mosqude n’etant pas eclair^e, il avait n6glig6 les 
prteres. Il va pouvoir les faire desormais. C’est un partisan des lumteres. 

Mais il est aussi des phenomGnes plus inqutetants pour l’optique 
traditionnelle. Par exemple, les questions que pose a tout observateur, 
ou k tout citoyen, cette mutation profonde des valeurs d’un monde qui 
passe d’une finality divine aux perspectives economiques devenant 
peu k peu la loi de tout. Ces renouvellements ravagent l’Orient avec 
plus de force encore qu’ils n’ont fait nos societes armees de leur 
accoutumance. Car le passage ici est brusque et deborde promptement 
sur les choses les plus secretes. En l’espace d’une generation, on en vient 
de la dame de harem a la jeune fille de faculte. Celle-ci se pose, au moins 
intellectuellement, le probteme de l’amour libre (*) lik k celui de 
l’ind6pendance professionnelle. Et la-dessus, ce n’est pas au Sayh 
d’al-Azhar qu’elle ira demander conseil, c’est au sociologue de la 
Faculty, Fatwa d’un nouveau style ! Figurons-nous ce que pouvait 
£tre un mufti dans le quartier d’al-Azhar autrefois, ou a Nedjef, et 
comparons-le a ce dipl6m6 a qui I’on vient demander dans son bureau 
ce qu’il pense de l’amour libre. Il ne se d^monte pas, il a pass6 trop 


(1) Reportage du Musawwar, 8.IX. 1961. 

(2) Le th6mc matrimonial, et le th6mc 6rotique sont fr6quemment abord^s 
dans les revues 6gyptienncs. Cf. par exemple les articles de Su'<kd Zuhayr, B&z al - 
Yusuf ; 24.VII.1901 ; !?;Viza Sa'd, ibid., G.XI.I961, etc. 
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d’examens pour cela. II dit simplement : les iaqalid , les coutumes, 
sont un fruit des conditions locales, historiques, zuruf. Le docteur 
Ahmad el-Hass&b affirme, par exemple, que la plus belle forme 
d’amour ne peut exister que sous un regime socialiste. Or, par coincidence, 
c’est le regime ofilciel de son pays. Le docteur Kamil §awql, de la Faculty 
de m^decine, ira encore plus loin: la grande liberation que l’on observe 
serait due a l’influx de nouvelles valeurs de classe, et Ton gagnerait beau- 
coup h abandonner les morales bourgeoises pour acquSrir ce qu’il appelle 
la «franchise et la grande simplicity des morales populates»: en cela, 
il n’est pas du tout ethnologue, car la franchise et la sincerity ne carac- 
tyrisent pas la morale sexuelle du fellah! Mais il n’est pas jusqu’au recteur 
d’al-Azhar, le cheikh Saltut, qui ne se porte a une reverie, timidement 
platonicienne, sur la beauty... 

Pas plus a l’Azhar qu’ailleurs, il n’est done de refuges ofi 
rhomme oriental puisse desormais s’abriter de la civilisation 
technicienne. Parce qu’elle s’impose a lui, du fait des dures trans¬ 
missions de l’age colonial, et des n£cessites encore plus exigeantes 
de l’independance. Mais aussi parce qu’elle peut l’imposer, lui> 
aux autres et le reconcilier avec lui-meme. De la son adhesion, 
ou il entre l’enthousiasme et l’horreur, la docility et le defi. 
Que le nationalisme assume cette conversion, que le regime joue 
l’6conomique pour regler le social, et le social pour faire passer 
l’economique, n’y voyons qu’un trait de cette profonde et juste 
indistinction ou, de fagon plus ou moins consciente, beaucoup 
de peuples, rompus et crees par l’histoire recente, et sommes 
de souscrire a de necessaires divisions du travail social, vont 
chercher au fond d’eux-memes une jonction de l’efficace et de 
l’authentique. Mais cela ne peut se faire sans soufTrances, 
erreurs ni ychecs. 

Ahmad Baha’ ad-Din ( x ) se demande, non sans inquietude, si 
la jeunesse n’a pas perdu l’idealisme de la generation precedente. 
C’est la mefiance d’alne a regard de cadets, de professeur a 
regard d’etudiants. Mais n’a-t-elle pas quelque bien-fonde ? 
De notre temps, dit le journaliste, nous revions de republique, 
et de socialisme. La republique etait un motinterdit, etle socia- 
lisme une maladie honteuse. Or aujourd’hui, la republique est 
realisee, et quant au socialisme, c’est le chef de l’etat qui le 


(1) Abb&r, 6.V.1961. 
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brandit. Heureuse coincidence dont Baha’ ad-Dln se f61icite, 
mais qui devrait rendre assez inconfortable sa tache d’intellectuel. 
Rien d’etonnant, poursuit-il, a ce que cette jeunesse soit moins 
dynamique que de notre temps. L’ideal revolutionnaire est en 
passe de devenir r6el. Ou du moins de devenir 16gal! Certes, il 
subsiste encore force sequelles du vieux temps : le tribalisme, la 
paresse, la negligence, la concurrence deloyale, le nepotisme, etc. 
Que faire ? Or pour proposer a cette jeunesse un objet digne 
d’enthousiasme, et qui puisse la provoquer, la soulever, il ne 
voit guere qu’un moyen : hypostasier le sous-d6veloppement, en 
faire l’ennemi contre quoi s’exciteront les chaleurs de l’ado- 
lescence. 

Selon cette vue un peu simple, un peu complaisante, le socia- 
Iisme gouvernemental deviendrait un socialisme de wijdan. Et 
de meme que trente ans auparavant, une ecole po£tique 6gyp- 
tienne faisait un sort au vers de Chukrl : 

« N’est-ce pas, oiseau du paradis, que poesie n’est que wij- 
dan? » (*) 

De meme la realisation 6conomique se fonderait sur le cceur. 
Elle capterait toutes les effervescences. Et ce serait tant mieux 
pour tout le monde. Pour l’etat, qui aurait offert un exutoire 
a la jeunesse. Pour celle-ci, qui disposerait d’un champ d’action 
licite. Et pour le journaliste qui serait recompense de son sage 
conseil. Voila done l’6conomique propose comme derivatif au 
mal de la jeunesse. Que tout ceci n’eveille pas de resistance ou 
d’objection chez d’autres intellectuels, je n’oserais pas le dire. 
Ne parlons pas des vieux croyants, tel Muhammad al-Gazzall, 
qui considere que de batir d’immenses corniches sur le bord du 
Nil ou d’edifier des usines vaut moins que de se vouer a la 
quete de l’Au-dela. Mais il est aussi des intellectuels qui se 
proposent, sans guere de contact avec le probleme 6conomique 
de leur temps, de r^soudre, autrement que ne le font en g6n6ral 
les gouvernants, le difficile ^change de l’effervescent et du 
structure, de l’enthousiasme et de la realisation. Cet ^change, 
ils l’appellent revolution. 


(1) ‘Abd al-'Aztz al-Dasflqt, damd'al Apollo, 1960, p. 85. 
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Deux temoignages recenls . 

Quo 1c tcrmc do lawra (*), qui fournit hequivalent arabe du 
concept, ait quelque inal a rajustcr ainsi sa comprehension, je 
n’en veux comme preuve que deux temoignages, emanes de 
membres de l’intclligcntsia arabe encore curieusement insou- 
cieux des aspects economiques. Et qu’il s’agisse de temoignages 
de qualite, repondant a une part non n^gligeable du r6el, les 
rendra tres revelateurs. 

Clovis Maksoud (Maqsud) est l’cnfant terrible d’une de ces grosses 
families du Liban, ou il arrive quc les opinions les plus contraires se 
rencontrent, et que le neveu d’ua candidat a la presidence de la R6pu- 
blique soit un leader communiste. Cette variete traduit la vitalite 
libanaise, sous sa forme gentilice. Maksoud a fait ses etudes en Angleterre. 
II ne parle guere le frangais. On sent qu’il a touche des milieux de la 
gauche travailliste britannique. Son orientation sera done moins raison- 
neuse, moins radicale que ne Test en general celle d’intellectuels orientaux 
de formation parisienne. Examinons son livre sur «la crise de la gauche 
arabe » (*). 

Dans son preambule historique, Maksoud montre comment le d6sastre 
du partage palestinien (1948) a bouleverse les. cadres traditionnels de la 
vie arabe. II consacrait la faillite des dirigeants traditionnels dans tout 
le Moyen-Orient. A ce moment-la commence une periode de recherches. 
Que va faire la gauche ( 1 2 3 ) ? « La gauche ?, e’est un istilah siyasi , un 
terme de technologie politique ». Peut-etre que ce «politique » est plus 
6troit que ne le souhaiterait l’analyse. Mais continuous «...Elle 
coqsiste dans un effort pour associer des gama'i ‘ (allons-nous dire 
«les masses », « les collectivites », ou seulement «des foules », «des 
groupes ») grandissantes a Pexercicc du pouvoir dans toutes les spheres 
de la vie economique, politique, eulturclle, sur la base d’une attenuation 
constante des distorsions cxccssives qui r^gnent entre les classes » (*). 
En somme, elan vers l’elargissement des bases populaires. filan conflrme 
et r^gle a la fois par une ideologic : il faut 6vitcr a ces peuples de tomber 
dans les abimes de l’impulsiviLe irrationnelle, al-infValal al-la-*aqlaniya . 
C’est la en effet une preoccupation, une hantise pour tout 6crivain 
oriental, et pas seulement pour le democrate, mais m£me pour le d6ma- 


(1) Il faut toutefois remarejuer qu’il se precise, dans un sens voisin de celui 
du terme europ<ien, a la suite d’unc longue evolution, au coiirs de laquclle ce sens 
s’est 61oign6 de celui dc termes pr6c6deinment utilis6s comme synonymes : inqildb 
par exemple. Aujourd’hui il se distingue tr6s vivement de fawdd «subversion », 
ibahtya, « anarchisme », etc. 

(2) Azmal al-yasar al-‘arabt, Beyrouth, I960. 

(3) Ibid., p. 9. 
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gogue, qui, & chaque instant, peut etre deborde par plus irrationnel 
que lui. 

Quoi qu’il cn soit, cette gauche n’etait pas mure, Et pourtant elle 
avait traverse, dans les annees 1020, une poussee ouvrieriste, qui d’emblee 
s’en fut aux extremes. Alors qu’en Occident le eommunisme se detache 
d’une longue maturation socialiste, en Orient c’est l’ideologie socialiste 
qui semble elle-meme un produit fractionnel de la poussee du marxisme 
international aprds 1917. La flambec de 1920 tourne court. II nous faut 
arriver aux annees 1030. A ce moment-la se propage d’un bout 
4 l’autre du monde islamo-mediterraneen un phenomene nouveau, qui 
est TavSnement d’une certaine classe d’4ge. Ses representants, pour la 
plupart issus de la bourgeoisie, et de formation occidentale, n’incarnent 
la revendication populaire qu’au prix d’accommodements dont tous 
ne sont pas tourn^s vers l’avenir. De la le formidable besoin de nouveaute 
qui se fait jour apr£s la guerre de Palestine, oil s’efTondrent la plupart 
de ces dirigeants. Ce qui y repond, dans plusictirs de ces pays, c’est 
la revolution militaire (*). Elle se developpe en figypte. Elle y franchit 
des stades qui, par une sorte d’approfondissement etage, la font passer 
du national a l’economique, et de ce dernier au social. Et cependant 
s’accusent, a Bagdad comme au Caire et a Damns, des pratiques de diri¬ 
gisme et d’autoritarisme bureaucratique. II en ressort, en beaucoup decas, 
des heurts entre la revolution effervescente et la revolution organisee. 
Cela dans un contexte de plus en plus serre de controverse ideologique 
et de competition internationale. 

Ce qui nous retiendra dans l’analysc de Maksoud, e’est la part 
qu’il fait aux facteur culturels et moraux dans Fhistorique ot 
la definition de la gauche. Mais c’est en vain que nous cherchc- 
rions dans son livre une etude des problemcs de production ou 
de consommation. Tout se passe pour lui comme si l’economique 
n’existait pas. C’est pourtant un socialiste qui parle ! II a 6te 
visiter la Chine. II ecrit une demi page sur la planification. Elle 
reste extremement vague. L’a coord est donne du bout des 
levres. Meme contraste d’attitude dans sa controverse contre 
Khaled Bagdache (Halid Bakdas), le leader marxiste syrien. 
II ne s’agit que de rompre des lances contre Bagdache en faveur 
de la R.A.U., et non de discutersur le fond la conception econo- 
mique de l’etat. Cela est d'autant plus paradoxal que notre 
auteur croit devoir faire profession de materialisme. A vrai dire, 
pas de materialisme historique, ce qui dcbouchcrait sur une 
vision concrete des choses, mais dc materialisme philoso- 


(1) Ibid., pp. 31 sq. 
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phique ( 1 ). Et Ton serait des lors en droit de lui demander : 
« matiere », pour quoi faire ? 


Aucune jonction n’est done faite, dans cet int6ressant t6moi- 
gnage, entre la iawra qui souleve, conformement au sens 6tymo- 
logique du terme, et celle qui construit. Que sera-ce, si nous 
passons au livre qu’un professeur syrien, recemment r6voqu6, 
Muta‘ al-Safadi consacrait recemment au «revolutionnaire et 
au revolutionnaire arabe » ( 2 ). 

Des mots reviennent a satiete dans ce livre. Ce sont ceux 
qui disent le jaillissement inbitaq , l’^clatement infigar , le 
«vital» hayati, le trouble, l’existentiel, le r6volt6. Car cette 
revolution est bien entendu revolte. «Elle consiste dans 
les 6chos essentiels et personnels que rend aux valeurs r6volu- 
tionnaires la conscience de notre generation ». Ce trouble ne se 
composerait pas, malgre tout, avec les h6redit6s d’une vieille 
civilisation classique, s’il ne se cherchait des racines, a la fois, et 
ne les niait. Le nom de Dieu n’est gu£re prononc6. Celui des 
Arabes evoque surtout l’insatisfaction du nomade. En arrifere- 
fond croupit cette chose dont surgira l^nergie de notre refus, 
cette inertie des eaux d’avant la creation, que Safadl nomme 
sadim ( 3 ). La racine ( 4 ) de ce mot 6voque le regret, le deuil, 
Telan confus, Taspiration indistincte. Un hadlt proph^tique dit : 
«Celui dont la preoccupation cst de languir apres ce bas-monde, 
porte la pauvrete entre ses deux' yeux ». Sadam , e’est aussi 
Teau qui stagne, une mare peut-etre. D'oii la fatigue, Tennui: 
e’est Tacception la plus banale dans l’usage actuel. En somme, 
e’est ce qui retombe apres avoir jailli, qui se souvient d'avoir 
jailli, et qui regrette ce jaillissement. Mais notre homme ne serait 
pas ce qu’il est, s’il s'en tenait a ces acceptions 6tymologiques. 
II a lu Kierkegaard, et Sartre. Je ne suis pas sur que dans son 

(1) Ibid., p. 10. 

(2) Al-tawrt wa'l-arabt al-tawrt , Beyrouth 1961. Cf. l’inUressante interview 
donnge par l’auteur au journal libanais al-Haydi, 4. IV. 1962. 

(3) Op. cit.y p. 20. 

(4) Lisdn, q. v. 
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sadim il ne mSle l’id6e d’une angoisse fondamentale, liee a 
l’inertie mar6cageuse des commencements, et celle des retomb6es 
qui paralysent tout elan. L’errance noble et rapace du Bedouin, 
la tension heroi'que de 1’Islam constituent le legs des Arabes, 
assaillis de toutes parts aujourd’hui par le monde exteme. Mais 
la revolution que veut Safadl se garde de c£der aux pieges de 
la praxis. R6aliser, au sens historique du terme, c’est organiser. 
Or il semble proscrire toute structuration. Si son ardeur a jailli 
de la nebuleuse originelle, et cotdye, sans y tomber, les mares 
de la positivity, c’est pour rejeter, avec plus d’horreur encore 
que J.-P. Sartre, le «pratico-inerte ». Il reste done, en fait, 
isole. Cet isolement meme sera sa revolution. Et pourtant, la 
nation reparait, au moins en tant que theme demarcateur entre 
l’Autre et moi-meme. Vue assez paradoxale ! Mais l’auteur ne 
s’en inquiete guere. 

Plus que par ces definitions, paradoxalement afTranchies de 
l’historicite qui regne desormais sur le monde oriental, le livre 
nous interesse par les descriptions fievreuses du mal de la jeu- 
nesse. Des pages haletantes traduisent l’horreur qu’eprouvent tant 
de jeunes orientaux envers leur temps et de leur pays. Horreur 
de ces caf6s de Damas, de Beyrouth,- du Caire, ou l’on voit le 
client bourgeois fumer son narguile ou faire resonner les pions 
du jeu de jacquet, en echangeant de ces sentences qui se ter- 
minent par : « Il n’y a de puissance qu’en Dieu ». Tout finit en 
Dieu ? En fait, tout finit en consommations abjectes ( 1 2 ). « Tout 
finit dans ce ventre qui avale toutes choses en ^change de la 
perte de 1’homme integral». Ce cri de colere est beau. Et Ton 
goutera aussi ce r6cit d’une nuit, que le jcune r6volte passe a 
veiller dans une des pieces de la maison obscure, oil le traque 
la presence du pere et le voisinage do la soeur (*)... 

A vrai dire, Safadl ne va pas jusqu’au bout de son refus. 
L’action l’entralne malgre lui. Tout revolutionnaire, dit-il, 
se scinde de sa conscience et devient une force destructrice. Cela 
peut mener au triomphe de l’anarchie et de la demagogie, voire 


(1) Sjafadl, op. til., p. 93. 

(2) Ibid., p. 366. 
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au nihilisme total. Aussi la revolution arabe ne doit-elle, selon 
lui, se faire ni dyonisiaque, en cedant a cette ebullition pas- 
sionnelle, ni nihiliste. Mais non plus elle ne sera faustienne ( 1 ), 
car Faust procede de la raison, et veut agir sur les choses. De 
fait, dans ces cinq cents pages sur la revolution, ou plutot sur 
le revolutionnarisme, il n’en est pas une qui touche la construc¬ 
tion economique. 


Relour aux perspectives initiates. 

D’autres s’en chargent : les grosses affaires ou les plans d'etat, 
ins6rant la rivalite des types, et la dispute des enjeux dans la 
competition mondiale des biens et des idees. A l’6chelle de ces 
pays, le «socialisme scientifique» dont se reclame 1’fCgypte 
constitue jusqu’ici leur tentative la plus systematique et la plus 
puissante pour fagonner le reel. Le present article ne se proposait 
pas d’etudier ces evolutions, mais d’attirer Tattention sur le 
changement qu’elles sont en train d’apportcr dans rexpression 
des societes arabes. II ne peut s’etendrc non plus sur les 
modes reflechis et analytiques qu’emprunte deja cette expres¬ 
sion sous la plume d’economistes locaux, chercheurs ou 
planificateurs. Ils accomplissent, certes, un effort m6ritoire pour 
adapter a des contenus propres la science apprise au dehors. 
Ils apportent aussi leur contribution a la th^orie paradoxale- 
ment jeune du developpement ( 2 ). Parmi eux des marxistes, 
sur le mode de l'evidence, soulignent les liens entre Teconomie, 
la technique, et les stratifications sociales. 

Pour notre part, c’est au niveau d’un vecu, de plus en plus 
envahi par Teconomique, mais peuple de faits h6terogenes, 
dispute par d’autres aspirations, tiraille par d'autres lois, que 
nous avons cherche a saisir la realite. La distance qui separe 
encore ce vecu des formulations qui en sont donn6es, et des 
tentatives qui sont faites pour le maitriser, contribue elle-meme 


(1) Ibid., pp. 475 sq. 

(2) Par exemple, Ytisuf al-SA’i^ oppose, sous les noms de numuw et de ianmiya, 
des notions respectivement voisines de «croissanee » et de «developpement» dans 
Tacception de Fr. Perroux. Al-frubz ma'a'l-kardma, Beyrouth 1962, pp. 15 sq. 
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a accrottre, dans ces societes, I’incertitude ct le trouble. Or ces 
formulations, ces tentatives. ces explications, ces normes, ou 
seulement ces hypotheses, de quelque source qu’elles pro- 
viennent — moralistes, religicux ou politiques, dirigeants ou 
administr6s, joumalistes ou managers, hommes d’affaires ou 
professeurs — se groupent encore trop souvent sous deux en- 
seignes pernicieusement rivales : celle de la spontaneity jaillis- 
sante et celle de la realisation materielle. Cette polarity de 
I’expression reflete des contradictions encore irresolues dans la 
pratique, les unes provenant du passe le plus ancien, d’autres 
de la phase coloniale, d’autres enlln des propagations du monde 
actuel. 

Insistons a nouveau sur ces derniercs. Elies sont loin'dc porter 
a l’apaisement et au remembrement les etres, les choses, les 
situations qu’elles touchent. Car dies portent en elles-memes 
une discorde de la forme et des contenus de la civilisation. II 
n’est pas jusqu’a l’economique, ordinairement donne comme le 
concret par excellence, qui ne participe, chez les Arabes, de cette 
equivoque fondamentalc. Qu’cst-ce done, pour ces peuples, que 
sc construire economiquement ? 

C’cst en premier lieu fairc comme l’empruntcur qui, dans 
1’espoir d’un crydit, exhibe «une surface »: cc seront, dans le cas 
d’espyce, des finances en equilibre, les progres systematiques de 
1’yquipemcnt, un Plan dument subdivise cn Hems, etc. De meme 
que le corps humain est mediateur entre le monde ct la per- 
sonne, de meme l’economique sera le plus accepte des mediateurs 
entre ces peuples et le reste du monde. C’est ainsi que leur 
combat de recuperation, meme s’il prend les formes les plus 
violentes, celle du traumatisme, de la nationalisation, de la 
confiscation meme, est aussi, si nous le regardons cn profondeur, 
mediation entre une personnalite inquietc et lc monde qu’ont 
bati les autres. 

Nous touchons la l’une des grandes dimensions du monde 
moderne : celle de la communication. Mais il en est une autre, 
rypetons-le : celle de ce pluralisme qui gicle, pour ainsi dire, dans 
tous les lieux, a tous les niveaux qu'atteigncnt ces vastes trans¬ 
missions. Et l’economique se fait alors non plus seulement 
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plate-forme m6diatrice, mais creation et exaltation de soi-meme. 
Effort pour se pourvoir d’un corps, pour cr6er le quelque chose 
du quelqu’un qu’on cherche a redevenir. L’avenement de 
nations nouvelles serait illusoire si elles ne grossissaient d’ame 
et de corps a mesure de leur integration toujours plus pouss6e 
au circuit general. La place que l’economique tient dans leur 
vie et dans l’expression qu’elles s’en donnent, revelerait done, 
si nous pouvions en pousser l’6tude assez loin, le point precis 
oh elles sont arriv6es dans leur difficile rajustement a la marche 
du monde. 


Jacques Berque 
(Paris) 
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